Chapter One

The War to Save the Forgotten Man: 

Gender, Citizenship, and the Politics of Work Relief

In the spring of 1932, more than twenty thousand jobless men converged on Washington, D.C., demanding early payment of cash bonuses to which they were entitled as veterans of the Great War. Having struggled through three years of depression, they claimed that they were destitute and could no longer provide for their families.  In demanding early payment of the bonus, they invoked the nation’s special obligation to the veterans who had protected the nation in wartime. Consistent with the ethic of national service they had demonstrated during the war, they vowed to make purchases with their bonus dollars that would stimulate national recovery.


Members of the Bonus army, some accompanied by wives and children, camped out in Hoovervilles and unoccupied federal buildings from May through July of 1932.  They demonstrated on Capitol grounds while legislators inside considered the Patman Bonus Bill.  Calling themselves the “Bonus Expeditionary Force,” they contrasted the righteousness of their cause with the corrupt practices of other Washington lobbyists, who had “plenty of money to spend on luxurious entertainments.”
  When the Senate failed to pass Bonus legislation in mid-June, some veterans left Washington, but many others stayed behind, vowing to continue their protests until their demand for early veterans’ compensation had been met.  

Remarkably, the ranks of Bonus veterans increased in the weeks following the defeat of the Patman bill.  Disconcerted by marchers’ vows to remain in Washington until their demands were met, President Herbert Hoover ordered General Douglas MacArthur to disperse the marchers by force.  In an event that furnished some of the most arresting images of political crisis in twentieth-century America, MacArthur mobilized whippet tanks, saber-wielding cavalrymen, and foot soldiers armed with tear gas and bayonets to force the marchers out of Washington.  
Marchers called their encounter with federal troops on July 28, 1932, the “Battle of Washington.” Together with sympathetic journalists, they characterized the battle as an assault on their rights as veterans and as family men.  Popular accounts of the battle centered on federal troops’ assault on marchers’ wives and children and the destruction of their makeshift homes.  With typical gendered sensationalism, one journalist wrote:  

Infantry, cavalry, tanks.  Bayonets, sabers, gas—a night attack—put to the torch—screaming women—crying babies—wild-eyed men—great clouds of tear gas rolling across a field of mud flats—lurid flames as soldiers with masks and helmets set fire to shacks and straw pallets.
 

This representation of the rout as an assault on “screaming women” and “crying babies” – one that left their male protectors “wild-eyed” and desperate – was repeated many times.  Another journalist described soldiers “rousting men, women and children out of bed, drenching them with tear gas, ruthlessly burning their poor shelters and whatever personal property they could not carry on their backs.”
   Yet another described seeing “dozens of women grab their children and stagger out of the area with streaming, blinded eyes while the bombs fizzed and popped all around them.” 
  

After the “Battle of Washington,” welfare administrator J. Prentice Murphy visited a large encampment of retreating marchers in Johnstown, Pennsylvania, where he was amazed by the stories marchers told.  What astonished and frankly frightened Murphy were not just the atrocities marchers described – an ear sliced from the head of a retreating veteran, a child bayoneted while attempting to rescue his pet rabbit, veterans barred from rescuing tear-gassed wives and children. Rather, what concerned Murphy even more was the power such stories had to foment social revolution. "One could see how far such tale[s] would run, how difficult it would be to keep [them] within the facts," Murphy commented.  He added, "Emotions do strange things to facts.  They can set them on fire so that they can become more terrible than the sword."  Murphy lamented that atrocity stories stemming from the Bonus rout were "abroad in the land, being told at this fireside or in that store, or at some family table."  He concluded, "We must bestir ourselves to see that we do not give occasion for the makings of more such stories."
 
Murphy's resolve notwithstanding, such stories proliferated throughout in the Depression, by word of mouth, in print, in political rhetoric, and even in popular music and film.  Roger Daniels notes that stories of the Bonus rout became “an authentic part of the folklore of the Great Depression.” 
  Bonus stories had immediate resonance for Americans struggling with the Depression’s consequences for democratic government and for conventions of gender and family life.   Moreover, Bonus stories converged with other tales of male joblessness, disaffection, and despair in the Depression, including the even more popular and contested narrative of the “forgotten man.”    
How do we make sense of such stories?  What might they tell us about the gendered contours of U.S. civic culture in the Great Depression?  In The Prison Notebooks, Antonio Gramsci suggests that citizenship in the modern nation-state is mediated through culture.  He argues that the stories we tell ourselves about our political lives – and that others tell on our behalf – are vitally important.  In an era of mass politics and mass media, ordinary people rely on recognizable narratives and icons of political life in order to comprehend their place within a vast system of national political power. Raymond Williams observes that cultural narratives are a particularly effective, if slippery, means of generating political consciousness because they lend themselves to multiple authors, multiple retellings, and multiple interpretations by their audience.


Writing from a different perspective, Rogers Smith describes how American politicians use "civic myths" or "narratives of collective civic identity" to reinforce their political authority. Often embedded in citizenship law, such "civic myths" attempt to convince constituents "first, that they are one people, and, second, that they are a people well served by following those leaders."  Smith suggests that politicians do not create civic stories from whole cloth, but rather invoke "any and all preexisting sense of common identity that they can that will also support their rule."  As a result, Smith observes, civic myths are "full of anomalies" and "deep inconsistencies" that leave them open to "further contests over membership and civic identity."
  

Finally, in attempting to understand the significance of narratives of dispossessed manhood in the Depression, it is worth recalling Murphy’s apprehension about the emotional power of Bonus stories.  “Emotions do strange things to facts,” Murphy commented.  “They can set them on fire so that they become more terrible than the sword.”  Following Murphy, I am interested in the affective power that forgotten man narratives carried in the Great Depression.  In The Female Complaint, Lauren Berlant discusses the role that genres play in constituting “affective” or “intimate” publics.  She defines genre as “an aesthetic structure of affective expectation . . . that absorbs all kinds of small variations . . . while promising that the persons transacting with it will experience the pleasure of encountering what they expected, with details varying the theme.”
  Following Berlant, I suggest that forgotten man stories formed a distinct civic genre – one that offered “affective intensities and assurances” to a gendered New Deal public and that operated through recurring characters, plot developments, and audience expectations. In the heat of the economic crisis, forgotten man stories assured anxious Americans that jobless male householders were not threatening civic outcasts, but rather privileged members of a virile nation imagined in fraternal and familial terms. Such stories centered on the jobless man’s affective transformation from bitterness, despair, and civic alienation to renewed pride, purposefulness, and patriotism as beneficiaries of federally-sponsored work relief. They also offered affective assurance that the New Deal, despite its expansive bureaucratic authority and apparent disregard for local civic traditions, was a champion of the very political conventions it seemed most to upset:  local civic autonomy and the self-reliant, male-headed home.

Emotions, as Murphy notes, do indeed do strange things to facts. In the case of forgotten man stories, positive feelings of sympathy, pride, and reassurance combined with negative regard for feminized outsiders to engender support for the New Deal state, in spite of the anxiety many Americans felt over the expansion of national power that New Deal policies entailed. Yet Murphy also notes that sensational stories can run out of control; as they proceed from “fireside” to “store” to “family table,” their emotional and political impact can change.  Certainly, in the case of forgotten man narratives, what New Deal officials invented as a heartwarming story about the civic regeneration of jobless white breadwinners would become an alarming narrative of civic degeneration when re-authored by critics of the New Deal.  Yet regardless of whether forgotten man stories cast the New Deal in a positive or a negative light, they invariably affirmed the ideal of white, masculine authority in the household and in the public square.  Moreover, they helped to constitute a gendered American public whose members derived pleasure from the genre’s repeated portrayal of white male breadwinners who triumphed over economic and personal adversity with or without the help of a powerful New Deal state.  
In what follows, I examine how emotionally charged stories of forgotten manhood became intertwined with and ultimately helped to shape New Deal relief policy and gendered concepts of welfare citizenship that emerged in the Depression years.  By focusing on the relationship between forgotten man narratives, specific policy developments and debates, and changing civic ideals, I hope to add narrative and affective complexity to how feminist scholars understand the interrelationship of gender bias, social policy, and national citizenship in the emergent U.S. welfare state.

Debating Federal Unemployment Relief

When a 1939 survey by the Institute of Public Opinion asked respondents to name “the greatest thing” that the Roosevelt Administration had done, they cited the federal experiment with relief.  Yet more respondents also cited federal relief as the “worst thing” than any other aspect of the New Deal.
  Precisely because it was transformative, affecting not only the definition of citizenship but the scope and subject matter of national governmental authority, relief policy was extremely controversial. And because it was controversial, New Deal officials sought to fashion particularly compelling stories of collective civic identity to support it.
  The main narrative of collective civic identity that they devised, and that underwent repeated challenges and revisions over the course of the 1930s, was the narrative of forgotten manhood.

In an Albany radio address in the spring of 1932, Franklin Roosevelt introduced the "forgotten man" into the nation's political imagination.  In a speech on national economic policy, he used the figure to refer to modest farmers, homeowners, and small investors whose buying and saving power was failing due to the "top-down" policies of the Hoover administration.  If elected, Roosevelt declared, he would make resolving the troubles of the "forgotten man" a priority.  He would rebuild the nation's fortunes "from the bottom up," he claimed, just as an earlier generation of military leaders had done in 1917. 

While initially representing a much broader group of ordinary Americans, the forgotten man quickly became a figure for the Depression unemployed, and particularly for jobless American men dependent on relief.  After Roosevelt’s inauguration in March 1933, his administration touted the federal government’s role in recuperating the forgotten man, converting him from a national liability into a harbinger of national recovery.  Over the course of the New Deal years, the forgotten man came to represent a combination of old and new American principles: the reassuringly familiar principles of productivity, family providership, and responsible civic membership, and the potentially more alarming principle of federal action to protect citizens’ social and economic rights.  By aligning emergent federal policies with traditional gender ideals, forgotten man stories worked to alleviate public anxiety about the expansive bureaucratic authority of the New Deal state.   
The official narrative of forgotten manhood was by no means static, and it underwent multiple challenges and revisions over the course of the 1930s.  Indeed, an indicator of its effectiveness is the extent to which it captured the popular imagination, as well as that of the political opposition.  As the principles embedded in the forgotten man narrative gained acceptance, the narrative itself grew more varied.  The forgotten man story spiraled outward from its official origins, finding its way into opposition rhetoric, as well as into advertising, popular literature and film, and the correspondence and conversation of ordinary Americans.  Those unofficial variations, in turn, reverberated inward, affecting not only the official narrative of forgotten manhood, but the actual relief policies with which that narrative was linked. Examining the evolution and variety of forgotten man stories thus affords us the opportunity not only to consider the gender implications of federal relief policy from a different perspective, but also to examine how a particular, emotionally charged story about collective masculine identity contributed to the hegemonic power of the New Deal state.
   How did various contestants for authorship of the forgotten man narrative use emotionally charged gender imagery to promote “a useful sense of civic identity”?  What “pre-existing senses of common identity” did they invoke?  And how were federal relief policy and the concepts of national citizenship and governmental authority to which it gave shape correspondingly changed?  
 The narrative and iconography of forgotten manhood ranged widely in the New Deal years.  But in order to be systematic, I restrict my analysis primarily to print-based stories and images and to the public statements of New Deal officials and other politicians. My rationale for this restriction is that it neatens the boundaries of my project, while enabling me to focus on the dialogic construction of forgotten manhood across otherwise similar domains.  This, in turn, enables me to assess the impact that such stories had both on New Deal relief policies and on gendered concepts of citizenship and national governance that those policies helped to establish.  

Three kinds of forgotten man stories form the focus of my study: official narratives that appeared in government publications and in the public addresses and writings of New Deal leaders; unofficial narratives that appeared in popular publications and elaborated sympathetically on the official versions; and counter-narratives that appeared in conservative speeches and publications and used the same basic story line to critique the New Deal.  I consider the influence that each kind of story had on the others as well as on the policymaking process.  
The institutional history of emergency relief also has a place in my analysis.  More than just a context for my other stories, it stands as a fourth story of forgotten manhood – one that interacted with the others in fascinating ways.  What distinguishes the institutional history from the other stories is that its actors include many men and women for whom the vagaries of the Depression and relief were all too real.  As clients within a changing system of federal relief, they all had pressing material needs, but they could not all conform to the shifting civic ideals embedded in forgotten man narratives and in relief policies that were in dialogue with those narratives.  Along with other considerations, I have tried to account for what the contested narrative of forgotten manhood might have meant for them.
   

Campaigning with the Forgotten Man

In its initial campaign version, the forgotten man narrative imagined the nation as a military fraternity.  Benedict Anderson notes that the ideal of military fraternity is emotionally evocative; he characterizes it as “the ultimate expression” of national loyalty and as a “deep, horizontal comradeship.” Andrew Parker, Mary Russo, Doris Summer, and Patricia Yaeger likewise stress the emotional and even erotic possibilities of imagining the nation as a military fraternity or “passionate brotherhood.”
   In imagining the nation as a military brotherhood, Roosevelt’s initial forgotten man story invited ordinary American men into an emotionally charged ideal of civic membership. However unfortunate their economic circumstances, Roosevelt’s forgotten man story encouraged such men to identify with the masculine ideals of duty, loyalty, and sacrifice in wartime. Roosevelt’s campaign rhetoric imbued such men with the dignity and valor of soldiers who could redeem themselves from financial embarrassment by enlisting in his electoral army.  By virtue of its military accents, this initial forgotten man story also contained a justification for strong and decisive national leadership.  In order to meet an economic and political crisis analogous to war, Roosevelt argued, his Administration needed expansive emergency powers generally reserved for use in wartime.
 

 Roosevelt’s campaign vision of forgotten manhood quickly became influential because it tapped into what Mark Kann has termed “the cultural complexities and consensual norms” of its political moment.
  As Michael Sherry observes, Americans customarily turned to military metaphors during periods of crisis that stimulated longings for a meaningful sense of civic community.
  In the early years of the Depression, military metaphors abounded in American political culture as Americans anxiously contemplated the growth of “an army of boys on the loose” and their older counterparts, the “vast army of the unemployed.”  The sensationalism attached to the Bonus march in the spring and summer of 1932 is more evidence of Americans’ preoccupation with military metaphors.  Roosevelt’s promise to convert the army of the unemployed into a patriotic New Deal army, and his fulfillment of that promise through programs like the Civilian Conservation Corps, worked to assuage Americans’ fears of gender and political chaos, while also evoking intensely positive feelings associated with the ideal of military fraternity in U.S. civic culture.  
Roosevelt’s campaign version of forgotten manhood quickly began to generate alternative narratives.  When veterans joined the Bonus Expeditionary Force and marched on Washington in the summer of 1932, marchers and observers alike identified the veterans as “forgotten men.”  Inspired by the Bonus march, a handful of films released in 1932 and 1933 accentuated the forgotten man’s status as a veteran.  News Week described one such film, a documentary titled Forgotten Men, as “the most gruesome and moving assemblage of . . . battle scenes yet to reach the scene.” Reviewers praised the film’s graphic and sobering depiction of modern warfare, yet criticized its “propagandistic” ending, which called upon audiences to support early payment of the veterans’ bonus.
  As reviewers’ distaste for the ending suggests, Americans in 1933 were attracted to stories about veterans and their military experience because such stories offered a compelling framework for comprehending the economic crisis.  But their interest did not extend to real veterans or the concrete issues that concerned them. Indeed, most Americans, including Roosevelt himself, were not particularly interested in veterans for their own sake, but rather for what they symbolized in a moment of national crisis.  As Sherry observes, the figure of the veteran and related military symbols helped Americans to overcome deep-seated anxieties about the need for national unity and decisive governmental action to combat the economic crisis.
  Moreover, as Americans contemplated Roosevelt’s promise to help the unemployed, the precedent of veterans’ pensions gave them a model for what federal unemployment relief might look like. Finally, at a time when Americans widely believed that countless American men were being driven to “the breaking point” by unemployment, references back to World War I gave them a context in which to contemplate collective masculine suffering and disillusionment.  

Some literal-minded citizens who misunderstood the veteran’s political significance would no doubt have been surprised to learn that Roosevelt, champion of the “forgotten man,” was actually opposed to veterans’ bonus legislation.  Among those who failed to perceive veterans’ strictly symbolic significance was Edward Bruce Butler, Chairman of a group calling itself the Committee of Ten Thousand in New York City.  Butler wrote the President requesting “the honor of a personal interview relative to the ‘forgotten men.’”  He continued, “I refer to the millions of war workers, whom we feel contributed as much to the success of the world war as those who wore the uniform.”  Butler asked that former war workers be given consideration equal to that of veterans by the federal government.  He stated that “only because we are past the age of forty-five we are not given an even break, either from the government or private business… We are asking no favors or special privileges…” but only what was due to them by virtue of their prior wartime contributions.
  

As Butler’s letter suggests, various meanings were attached to the phrase, “the forgotten man,” in the early months of the Roosevelt Administration. This prompted one magazine editor to wonder whether the “forgotten man,” like other “[p]hrases and expressions [that] suddenly become popular,” would be “overworked and pass away almost as rapidly as [it] sprang into being.” 
   Far from passing away quickly, “the forgotten man” remained a phenomenally popular and multifaceted expression throughout the New Deal years. And while it continued to apply to many different groups, its primary reference quickly became jobless American men struggling to provide for their families. 

“Who was this Forgotten Man of Mr. Roosevelt’s?” Julian Aronson, a writer for Scholastic Magazine, asked.  He continued, 


He was the man who had no job and was told to rely on charity for relief; the man who had labored all his life, placed his savings in a bank, and had the bank close on him; the man who had been duped by a get-rich-quick scheme or a “wild-cat” stock gamble; the man who had a mortgage to pay and nothing to pay it with; the man who awoke the morning after to find his entire scheme of comfortable living shattered.


More than simply the “infantry” of America’s economic army, Aronson suggests, the forgotten man was the dispossessed infantry – jobless, penniless, and forced “to rely on charity for relief.”  Having been forgotten “in the great blizzard of prosperity that blinded us all to the insane nature of out catch-as-catch-can system,” the forgotten man was not responsible for his unemployment, but was rather a victim of forces beyond his control.  He was also a householder with family dependents.  Aronson continued, “Anybody who had seen … the sheriff confront him with a warrant for non-payment of rent, his children go to school unfed, could now identify with the Forgotten Man.” 


Without explicitly naming the forgotten man, sociologist Pauline Young also narrated his composite experience in 1933. Through no fault of their own, she suggested, men who lost their livelihoods in the Depression had been “uprooted from the soil that previously sustained them.”  As a result, many “became despondent to the breaking point.”  They lost “the sense of their personal worth” and faced “a breach in family relationships.”  As Young describes him, the forgotten man was not only economically but emotionally destitute: “not only a worker without a job, [he was] . . . a citizen without courage, a husband without the moral support of his wife, a father without control over his children.”
  His joblessness thus spelled disaster not only for his family’s finances, but for a whole range of American values and institutions that depended on the emotional hardihood of the male breadwinner ideal.
The narrative of financial, political, and familial crisis that Young, Aronson, and others present thus stressed the material and emotional costs of the Depression.  Identifying the forgotten man’s demoralization as a major problem, they stressed his blamelessness and the imperative not only to meet his material needs, but to stabilize his emotional state for the benefit of family and nation. “Fred Salo—Forgotten Man” is a story by Tom Jones Parry that appeared in The Forum in December 1932.  Published after Roosevelt’s election but before the advent of the New Deal, Jones’ story anticipates characteristics that would become conventional in subsequent forgotten man narratives.  Like Roosevelt’s original forgotten man, Fred Salo leads a modest yet comfortable life until he falls victim to the economic crisis.  Unemployed through no fault of his own, he initially meets misfortune with optimism, claiming, “I’ll find something . . . I’ve never been idle long in my life, you bet.”
  Yet gradually, as his efforts to find work meet with disappointment, he grows demoralized and disaffected.  Parry writes, “Fred listlessly walked the streets.  He made few calls now, and sometimes whole days would pass without him mustering up courage for one interview . . .” His family situation deteriorates, leaving Fred “ashamed to go home.”
  He spends more and more time associating with other jobless men at the headquarters of the Unemployed League, whose subversive views he gradually adopts. “To hell with the Stars and Stripes!” he cries. “We are going to see a war in this country before this thing is over,” he tells his wife.
  Salo’s desperation and increasingly radical views are only alleviated when his former employer arrives at his house to invite him back to work.  No longer idle but pleasantly exhausted after his first day back on the job, Salo is effectively restored to productive breadwinning manhood.  Domestic harmony is restored as his wife recovers her role tending to his domestic needs.  Salo’s renewed optimism suggested the necessary means to national recovery: hard, productive labor for America’s white, male breadwinners to keep them from idleness and the demoralization and subversive fraternization that idleness fosters.


Notably absent from Parry’s narrative is the positive vision of military fraternity that Roosevelt presented in his campaign.  As an unofficial narrative commenting on the intellectual and political currents of 1932, Parry’s story did not have the investment in authorizing decisive national leadership that motivated Roosevelt’s initial campaign version.  But while it skirted the issue of military fraternity, presenting only a negative example in the Unemployed League, it shed light on other cultural complexities of the early Depression years.  In particular, it reflected Americans’ deep-seated anxieties about the emotional state of unemployed breadwinning manhood and its consequences for the nationally stabilizing institution of the American home.  It dramatized the consensual norm, repeated in many subsequent forgotten man narratives, that national recovery could only be accomplished by restoring both emotional and financial stability to America’s jobless men.

The story, “Fred Salo – Forgotten Man,” reveals a change that was taking place in the popular conception of forgotten manhood on the eve of the New Deal.  While Roosevelt’s campaign vision had included farmers and “small bankers and homeowners” among others, popular retellings of the forgotten man story tended to focus more specifically on those rendered jobless by the Depression.  Invariably, popular narratives stressed the fragile emotional state of jobless men, which led to a range of social and civic vices.
A similar popular representation of forgotten manhood is a poem by Nels Francis Nordstrom, which appeared in Survey Graphic in March 1933.  In a first-person description of the plight of a “forgotten” steel worker, Nordstrom writes,

I have travelled the streets from shop to shop—

Stood outside the gates—walked along the red fence,

Barbed wire at the top.  No Work Today!  Yet the months toil on.

The stacks stand in silent rows. Not a cloud of smoke.

I can see the rust.  The fires are out.

There are men everywhere.  Strange—different.

Their faces are clean, pale, lost.

We sit on the street curb and talk . . .

A line-drawn illustration of unemployed men hunched on a curb, with others lined up at the factory gates behind them, accompanies the poem.  All are “Strange . . . pale, lost.”  Nordstrom continues, 

I lived as one of them—cursed chance, 

And each succeeding day that sucked our strength.

My God! Are we just cogs,

Allowed to rust—even as the Ovens, the Rolls, the Shears, the Stacks?

Must we serve these days of waiting,

Like the days of Rushed Orders;

Not knowing—only numbers—cogs?


Forgotten in four rooms—the second floor rear.


At night—the poolrooms, the gang.

Like Parry’s story, Nordstrom’s poem raises the specter of improper fraternization that results from jobless men’s demoralization.  Lacking opportunities for productive employment, the forgotten men in Nordstrom’s poem loiter in poolrooms and form streetcorner gangs.  “There are men everywhere,” Nordstrom comments; women and the stabilizing influence of family ties are absent from the bleak picture he paints.  
Other writers likewise depicted the forgotten man as a potentially subversive, homosocial figure who increasingly gravitated to the fraternal “army of the unemployed” in preference to his destitute and unhappy home.  “Uprooted from the social soil which previously sustained them, they lose their sense of balance,” Pauline Young observed.  One man who described himself as “28 years old with a wife and child to support,” informed the editor of the New York Times that he was “frantic” for work.  “I must have a position before I literally go to pieces,” he declared, signing his letter, “The Forgotten Man.”  People who “went to pieces” behaved in unpredictable ways.  “An undercurrent of resentment, disaffection, and threats [is becoming] more prevalent,” one social worker observed.  He added, “Fears are expressed that a mounting unrest may begin to assume more violent forms of expression.”
  Prior to the advent of New Deal relief, the individual “forgotten man” was often linked with the aggregate “army of the unemployed,” which posed a threat to American political and social institutions.
The official rhetoric of forgotten manhood also became more focused on the unemployed in 1933.  Roosevelt’s first one-hundred days in office were characterized by a continuation of what Sherry has termed “the warlike frenzy” of the campaign.  In this “warlike” context, Roosevelt introduced his initial plans for federal unemployment relief.  One of Roosevelt’s first recovery measures was the establishment of the Civilian Conservation Corps, which enlisted jobless young men in a military-style conservation movement to preserve and protect the nation’s natural resources.  


Roosevelt introduced his idea for the CCC in a March 21 message to Congress titled “Three Essentials of Unemployment Relief.”  Roosevelt began his speech by emphasizing the warlike urgency of the political moment, stating “It is essential . . . that measures immediately be enacted” to alleviate national unemployment. He asked Congress to expect legislation authorizing three types of programs: a civilian conservation corps, a program of federal grants of aid to the states, and a federal public works program.
 

In his speech, Roosevelt focused on what was clearly the centerpiece of his initial relief agenda, the proposed CCC.  Roosevelt promised that such a program would “conserve our precious natural resources” and “pay dividends to the present and future generations.”  Yet while its material rewards would be immense, he placed even greater emphasis on “the moral and spiritual value” of the work it would accomplish.  In terms that both recalled and embellished on his campaign vision of forgotten manhood, Roosevelt declared, 

The overwhelming majority of unemployed Americans, who are now walking the streets and receiving private or public relief, would infinitely prefer to work. We can take a vast army of these unemployed out into healthful surroundings. We can eliminate to some extent at least the threat that enforced idleness brings to spiritual and moral stability. It is not a panacea for all the unemployment but it is an essential step in this emergency.
  


Like the forgotten man of the campaign, the unemployed Americans whom Roosevelt would incorporate into the proposed CCC were fine citizens who were victims of the economic crisis.  Roosevelt implied their basically upstanding nature when he asserted that they “would infinitely prefer to work” than to suffer the moral and spiritual consequences of “enforced idleness.”  Creating a civilian conservation corps was part of Roosevelt’s plan for living up to his campaign promise to assist the forgotten man.  He intended to place an army of such forgotten men at work conserving natural resources that had been “all but forgotten” in the era of rapid industrial expansion.  In the process, his administration would improve the “spiritual and moral” health of the U.S. body politic – a body that Roosevelt continued to imagine primarily in military-fraternal terms.  
Roosevelt acknowledged that the Civilian Conservation Corps would not be “a panacea for all the unemployment.”  In fact, the CCC assisted a relatively small number of jobless Americans, most them single young men.  Yet in spite of its relatively modest scale, the CCC remained symbolically central to Roosevelt’s recovery program.  Invoking popular anxieties about disaffected groups like the Bonus army and the “vast army of the unemployed,” it envisioned a positive alternative vision of military fraternity.   
In outlining his initial relief proposal, Roosevelt also briefly discussed his plan for an office of Federal Relief Administrator.  He stated that “some simple federal machinery” was necessary “to coordinate and check . . . grants of aid” to the states for relief work.  While the CCC was the symbolic centerpiece of Roosevelt’s early relief agenda, the briefly proposed office of Federal Relief Administrator would assist considerably more people.  Through federally supervised grants of aid to the states, the Federal Emergency Relief Administration would meet the relief needs of countless unemployed Americans and their families.    

Established in May 1933, several weeks after the CCC, the FERA began a fundamental transformation of American relief practices.  It began its work at a time when state and local relief agencies had been overtaxed and the infusion of federal funds explicitly for the purpose of emergency relief transformed the relief picture.  It imposed a national structure on the administration of general relief, helping to set up state-level relief offices for the first time in forty of the forty-eight states.  Prior to the FERA, old-style poor relief was still the norm in many communities.  In it place, FERA imposed professional social work standards in exchange for federal funding.  As much as possible, agency administrators tried to enforce employment of trained social workers at every level of public relief administration.  Welfare historian William Brock notes that its formula for relief-giving was remarkably successful.  While states and localities retained considerable power over the administration of general relief, Brock notes that they were remarkably receptive to federal guidelines.  Using its power as a funding agency to guarantee compliance, the FERA created a new, federal blueprint for relief administration.
  

Arguably, the FERA had a much larger role in the emergence of the US welfare state than the CCC.  Through its role as a funding and supervisory agency, it transformed the practice of relief-giving throughout the nation.  Its activities helped to enlarge the federal government’s role in state and local governance.  It also helped to make the federal government a tangible presence in the lives of ordinary Americans, many of whom now depended (or knew someone who depended) on federal emergency relief.  

While the CCC was greeted with considerably more fanfare, Harry Hopkins and other top New Deal officials put the best face possible on the FERA.  In speeches and writings, they cast the FERA as a central example of the New Deal commitment to “human rather than material values.”  It exemplified the New Deal practice of allocating federal funds not for the salvaging of “railroads, banks, and insurance companies alone,” but also “for the salvaging of human beings.”
 Agencies like the FERA, Harold Ickes asserted, were making “this country a better place to live in for the average man and woman.”
  As FERA Director Hopkins frequently asserted, the agency’s purpose was to guarantee relief to Americans who were jobless through no fault of their own, but because of a national economic emergency.   The aid that the FERA provided was temporary, intended to tide jobless citizens over until New Deal recovery measures had improved the nation’s economic outlook.  The FERA was always emphatically an emergency agency, one that made it the responsibility of the federal government to see that Americans’ temporary subsistence needs were met.  

Despite its relative size and administrative complexity, the FERA was not launched with the same rhetorical flourish, nor did it enjoy popularity comparable to that of the CCC.  It did, however, endure considerable notoriety, in part because it overturned widely accepted methods of relief-giving and interfered with state and local autonomy. The FERA’s practice of granting funds only to public agencies alienated many in the private welfare establishment.  Its insistence on professional social work standards led to the displacement of many relief workers who lacked the necessary professional training.  Over the course of its tenure, the FERA also became much more than a simple mechanism for reviewing grants of aid to the states.  FERA branches and departments proliferated; separate programs like the Federal Transient Program were established; and administrative costs soared.  Finally, its various methods of relief-giving, particularly its reliance on direct relief, became increasingly unpopular.  As sociologist E. Wight Bakke observed, direct relief reduced "the chief breadwinner . . . from . . . being a worker and a provider to [being] . . . a messenger boy to and from the relief office. . . ."
  While "make work" projects such as leaf-raking or ditch-digging were sometimes undertaken to make relief clients feel that they were "earning" their relief allotments, even such "working" clients generally received grocery orders rather than cash wages, which detracted from their authority as family providers.

Critics of the FERA claimed that its policies compromised masculine authority in the home. According to FERA policy, every individual who applied for FERA relief was subject to casework methodology as a precondition for receiving benefits. Applicants first underwent a "means test" to determine need, which many applicants found degrading.  Routine practices such as home visits by social workers and careful monitoring of grocery orders also caused resentment.  These policies came to be known derisively as "pantry-snooping," and the female social worker who nosed her way into the homes of unemployed men became the object of considerable hostility.
  Such practices were objectionable because they undermined the conventional distribution of power and authority in the home.  As relief specialists Marie Dresden Lane and Francis Steegmuller observed, "[U]nder the FERA the income of millions of American families was being distributed not as they wished, but as tens of thousands of social workers thought best. . . [I]t was the social workers who ran the households."  They concluded that "the system was not one which fitted easily into the frame of the American tradition."


As these statements suggest, direct relief, as FERA administrator Hopkins himself would assert, was out of keeping with gendered American principles of work and self-reliance.  As he would later explain, "I came to believe more and more that we should not undertake to care for unemployed persons by means of the dole or grocery order while the heads of families remained at home in idleness.  It was an extremely demoralizing thing. . . ."
  Echoing popular narratives of forgotten manhood, he contended that prolonged dependency on the part of family breadwinners encouraged "an unwholesome attitude toward the Nation and the States" and was creating "a dependent class in America."
 Roosevelt concurred.  Reiterating sentiments expressed by Hoover, he stated, "The dole method of relief for unemployment is not only repugnant to all sound principles of social economics, but is contrary to every principle of American citizenship and sound government."
   The answer, he asserted, was not federal nonintervention, but rather federal sponsorship of masculine work relief.

Direct relief and “make-work” projects had been tolerable at the height of the economic emergency, when politicians and ordinary Americans had been willing to give the Roosevelt Administration a blank slate to deal with the economic crisis.  But by mid-1934, as one magazine editor remarked, “The depression had outgrown its rompers and was ready for long pants.”  The warlike frenzy of 1932-33 was over, and Americans began to contemplate the problem of “permanent unemployment.” As this stage was reached, reforms that had been tolerable as emergency measures came under new public scrutiny.  

When Roosevelt presented his “Three Essentials of Unemployment Relief” to Congress in March 1933, he made it clear that his administration favored work over direct relief.  Thus he foregrounded his plan for the CCC, while giving scant attention to the proposed FERA. Yet in spite of Roosevelt’s rhetorical strategy, FERA loomed much larger in terms of actual relief given and in terms of public opinion than the celebrated CCC.  Within a few short months, Hopkins expressed frustration about mounting public criticism of FERA.  In order to minimize negative press attention, he created a central office of information within the FERA that would handle all incoming and outgoing correspondence. 


Hopkins also responded to criticism of emergency relief by intervening in the evolving narrative of forgotten manhood. In an October 1933 radio address, he drew on popular elements of the forgotten man story.  The typical relief applicant was not a pauper, he stated, but rather an upstanding American man who had exhausted all other resources and found it emotionally difficult to approach the relief office:

He had come to relief reluctantly . . . in stages, first losing his job, then using up his savings, then cashing in his insurance policies.  The landlords had stopped extending the rent, the grocers had cut off his credit, friends and relatives had become unable to support his family.  Despair pressed in.  His children became hungry, then very hungry.  One night he and his wife talked it over and decided to apply for relief.  But two blocks from the relief office he turned back.  In the end, though, he had no choice. 

Thus noting the forgotten man’s emotional distress, Hopkins concluded, “Relief practices should not further humiliate people like this.” Such people “knew how to work, how to handle money. They needed jobs and cash wages to spend.”  Hopkins’ brief portrayal of the forgotten man was intended to pave the way for a major shift in relief policy. In the fall of 1933, he and other top New Deal administrators also began imagining alternatives to FERA-style relief.  Their first new departure in federal emergency relief was the Civil Works Administration, which began operation in November 1933 and continued through the early months of 1934.  A short-lived experiment in federal public works, CWA used funding from the Public Works Administration along with FERA administrative resources to provide morale-building public employment to 400,000 unemployed Americans, almost all of them white, male citizens
  

Reflecting New Deal sensitivity to criticisms of FERA, CWA eliminated the means test as a precondition for relief. As Hopkins explained to a group of CWA administrators, “we have got, at one stroke, to divorce ourselves from . . . an inquiring point of view . . . and think in terms of affirmative action, in terms of real jobs for real people.”
 In addition to eliminating the means test (as well as the stereotypically female relief investigator) the CWA drew only half of its workers from the relief rolls, while the other half was drawn from the non-relief population. CWA projects tended to be concentrated in the construction field.  Highly visible and characterized by physically arduous work, they provided tangible evidence of the government’s commitment to regenerating forgotten manhood.   According to Roosevelt officials, CWA projects also demonstrated the forgotten man’s virtuous nature and his contributions to the national welfare.
  Reflecting on CWA in Spending to Save, Hopkins wrote, 

Long after the workers of CWA are dead and gone and these hard times forgotten, their effort will be remembered by permanent useful works in every county of every state.  People will ride over bridges they made, travel on their highways, attend schools they built, navigate waterways they improved, do their public business in courthouses and state capitols which workers from CWA rescued from despair.

Other Roosevelt officials were equally quick to tout the agency’s dramatic national benefits.  Significantly, their claims of CWA success hinged less on actual material accomplishments than on the emotional and spiritual benefits of the program.  Harold Ickes declared, “The effect of this bold stroke on the morale of the country has been marvelous.”  Thanks to the CWA, he added, “we are coming through the winter of 1933-34 as a people in the best physical and spiritual condition since the crash that brought us to our knees in 1929.”
  Hopkins likewise commented that the CWA “let loose great forces, both economic and spiritual.”  While it operated for only a few months, it instilled a new sense of purpose in “the people of the United States” and galvanized them “to an unprecedented task and accomplished it.”
  

As a symbol of national unity, the CWA was distinctly gendered.  Suggesting the masculine contours of the agency, Hopkins characterized the unemployed who were eligible for CWA employment as “citizens and the sons and grandsons of citizens.”
  Given the agency’s emphasis on construction projects, women had few choices for CWA employment.  Projects that had targeted unemployed women under FERA, such as sewing rooms, were relegated to a separate “Civil Works Service” after the advent of CWA.

As a gendered metaphor for national recovery, the CWA was also a political antidote to gendered criticisms of FERA-style direct relief.  The manly CWA worker who built bridges, highways, and schools was anything but a domestic errand-boy who was reluctant to “rough up his hands.” Indeed, his affect was altogether different: he was a proud and purposeful participant in a common national enterprise.  Like the youthful members of the CCC, CWA workers embodied a positive vision of military fraternity.  In improving the nation’s public roads, buildings, and waterways, they acted as vigorous and determined foot soldiers in the New Deal war on the Depression. 


Yet as Hopkins acknowledged, the CWA was a short-lived agency.  In the spring of 1934, it fell victim to charges of graft and political corruption and to its own spiraling administrative costs.  It also frustrated New Deal administrators that the public continued to confuse CWA with straightforward relief.
  The division of CWA workers into relief and non-relief categories also had unintended negative consequences.  When informed that the non-relief quota for CWA employment was filled on a given project, some workers applied for relief in order to qualify for project employment as relief clients.  Thus CWA actually led to an increase in applications for relief, despite official claims that it was effective as a national recovery measure.  Reports of CWA graft and political corruption, some justified, fueled allegations that the Roosevelt Administration was building a vast political machine on the backs of the forgotten men.  Public concerns that CWA had unhealthy political consequences were increased when, in the face of project closures in the early months of 1934, many CWA workers joined massive protests in an effort to keep the agency going. In the wake of such protests, images of massive CWA demonstrations competed with other images in the contested construction of forgotten manhood.  From the perspective of some political traditionalists, needs-consciousness was spiraling out of control as the forgotten man’s appetite for government handouts exceeded even the unprecedented generosity of the New Deal administration.

Popular Variations on the Forgotten Man Story

Such changing perceptions of relief are reflected in popular narratives of forgotten manhood that emerged in the mid-1930s.  Without explicitly naming FERA or the Roosevelt Administration, such narratives criticized federal emergency relief for its destructive impact on U.S. civic culture.  Significantly, gender and emotional considerations were central to their critique.  The failings of the federal relief administration were dramatized as a struggle between demoralized jobless breadwinners and the treacherous women who made their lives more miserable.  Narrative closure occurred when the hero either triumphed over bad women in positions of authority, or, in counter-narratives of forgotten manhood, became thoroughly feminized by relief.  If we understand federal relief policy to have been in dialogue with popular perceptions of relief, then studying such sensationalized gendered narratives can help us to understand the gender inequities of federal emergency relief.

“Bill Meade: Brass-Tag Man: A Story of Emergency Relief” appeared in the Saturday Evening Post in March 1934.  Unlike most Post offerings, this story by Elizabeth Frazer was relatively optimistic about the possibilities for improving relief.  At the end of her story, Frazer promotes a large, publicly funded work program to replace existing forms of general relief.  While Frazer’s forgotten man comes close to being pauperized by “the vast, impersonal machinery” of general relief, his self-respect is restored each time he obtains employment on a work project. 
 


Like other forgotten man narratives, “Bill Meade: Brass-Tag Man” observes certain narrative conventions.  Like Parry’s Fred Salo and Hopkins’ typical relief applicant, Bill Meade, “a big, shabby man with somber blue eyes, in his early thirties,” is initially too proud to apply for relief.  Yet he is ultimately driven to it by a sense of family obligation.  Once on relief, he continues his search for work, including work relief, but his morale gradually worsens.  Reflecting a broader cultural hostility toward female relief investigators, Bill Meade deeply resents the social worker who intrudes on his domestic privacy.  When she walks into his apartment uninvited, he regards her with hostility:  “It was clear that he resented this unceremonious intrusion upon his privacy.  His irate glance said plainly, ‘What the hell do you mean butting into my home this way?’” Of this exchange, the narrator comments, “I liked his resentment.  After all, it was his home, and despite the poverty, it had a clean, easy, intimate air.”
  

While Bill maintains a dignified reticence, his wife Mabel is more forthcoming with the family’s story. As in other forgotten man narratives, it is she who pushes Bill to overcome his scruples and apply for relief:  “It was hard for Bill to apply for relief; it shamed and humiliated him.  But he had arrived at the end of his financial rope, and Mabel finally persuaded him . . . .” Over the course of the narrative, relief becomes a point of contention in Bill’s relationship with his wife and he begins spending more time in the fraternal company of other jobless men. More so than Bill himself, the jobless men with whom he associates are thoroughly demoralized and unmanned by prolonged relief dependency:  

Their initiative and sense of responsibility had slackened; slowly but surely they were becoming pauperized.  They sat at home or stood in breadlines or went to free lunch rooms, where they passed the time with their cronies to escape the nagging and boredom of home.  

When Bill tells one of his associates that he prefers work over direct relief, the other man responds with stereotypically feminine disregard for the broader civic good, asking Bill why he would want to ruin his hands, and adding “The way I look at it, the country owes us guys a living.  Think of all the good jobs we lost.  And we didn’t make this here depression.”
 

Bill is more resilient, and eventually does obtain work on a municipal relief project.  His relief assignment brings him into contact with other self-respecting men, including a former college professor who is now a project foreman.  As foreman, the “perfessor” must deal with occasional malingerers, including one individual of whom he comments, “He’s not a bad guy . . . All he needed was a kick in the pants.  That’s what this whole nation needs.  Not more leisure to raise hell in, but more and harder work.”
  While the professor is a good foreman, he and Bill part ways when maladministration brings the project to a close.  The project closure further demoralizes Bill:  “Followed weary, monotonous weeks of inactivity and Bill Meade’s morale sank low; his nerves grew frazzled and his temper surly and his blue eyes more somber under the incessant strain.”  

Shortly after, a crisis occurs when, following a family dispute, Bill storms out of the house and into the hall of a radical meeting.  Bill’s wife Mabel recounts this episode to the narrator:

It started with a family row.  To begin with, she admitted that she had nagged Bill, for her nerves were shot also.  He had started consorting with a group who had given up the battle and were leaning on the dole; they listened to flannel-mouthed propagandists who injected the Red microbes into their impoverished and flaccid systems with a practiced hand.

“[C]hoked with misery, sick with black, envenomed despair,” Bill attends a radical meeting, only to find that the orator’s heavy accent and un-American ideas deeply offend him.  Bill assaults the speaker because, “Like most native American workmen, he entertained a hearty contempt for aliens.”
  The incident helps him to regain his common sense, and soon thereafter, he obtains a job on a private work relief project.  Bill’s initiative and self-respect receive a boost from his new job, and he finds supplemental work as a craftsman. In the course of that work, Bill puts a miserly female client in her place. Bill tells the narrator, “Women . . . always drove harder bargains than men; they haggled, jewed you down or tried to vamp you so you’d work for nothing.”  When Bill insists that the miserly client pay him a fair price, she nearly “burst a blood vessel, she got so foaming mad; but in the end she paid.”
  

While the private work bureau goes out of business and Bill is once again receiving direct relief at the end of the narrative, he has demonstrated emotional resilience in the face of previous assaults on his self-respect and his personal outlook is hopeful.  The outlook for other jobless men whom Bill encountered in the course of his relief journey might be less hopeful, Frazer suggests, unless federal relief funds are rechanneled into “the creation of useful, paid employment.”  In terms that invoke a distinctly masculine model of collective civic identity, she writes, 

To maintain the self-respect of the unemployed individual, to set him back to working for himself as soon as possible with a pay envelope so that he can provide for himself and his family and become a normal citizen again – that I conceive to be the main function of all emergency relief. . . . We don’t want this country being turned into a national almshouse. . . .What we want is a nation of free men, using their own private initiative and drive to take care of themselves and their families.

 Overall, Bill Meade’s story was an object lesson in the virtues of work and the destructive impact of direct relief on the emotional fiber of upstanding American manhood.  In that sense, the narrative touched on ideas that were deeply embedded in Depression-era public discourse.  Other forgotten man stories similarly emphasized the importance of work to curbing the forgotten man’s restless energy, restoring his self-respect, and returning him to proper political and familial relations.
  
Yet if Bill Meade’s story and others like it dramatized the importance of work to the forgotten man’s morale, it also presented a picture of the proper gender and racial ordering of society.  In the narrative, masculine citizenship is defined by breadwinning and the proper exercise of domestic authority.  As Bill Meade’s story shows us, such characteristics were difficult to maintain when social workers meddled in domestic affairs and determined the budgetary needs of the family.  Bill’s hostile response to the intruding social worker is an important moment in the narrative.  His continued reticence about his family life is an assertion of his rightful claim to domestic privacy.  Mabel’s role in the narrative, particularly her willingness to compromise that same domestic privacy and her nagging disposition, are consistent with the general characterization of wives as contributors to jobless men’s demoralization in the Depression. Another significant moment is Bill’s victory over the miserly woman for whom he builds some cabinetry.  That incident affords Bill the opportunity to restate a common generalization: that women were “hagglers” and “vamps” who would “jew you down . . . so you’d work for nothing.”  

Bill Meade’s narrative is also none too favorable in its depiction of aliens.  At a time when many Americans scapegoated aliens for the shortage of jobs and the high cost of relief, Bill assaults a “flannel-mouthed foreigner” intent on “injecting Red microbes” into his vulnerable system. Bill Meade’s regeneration thus depends not only on his access to productive employment, but also on scapegoating women and aliens as a means of reasserting his white, masculine prerogatives. 

“Bill Meade: Brass Tag Man” dramatized many concerns about emergency relief that were growing in the spring of 1934.  Frazer’s depiction of the relief system as a vast, dehumanizing bureaucracy was repeated by many who felt that relief should do more to preserve the self-respect of the forgotten man. Her negative characterization of female relief investigators was shared by many others, including a number of prominent social work professionals. Survey columnist Gertrude Springer lamented the arrogance and insensitivity of inexperienced female caseworkers, and Hopkins himself invented the derogatory term “pantry-snoopers” to describe such women.
  Frazer’s depiction of collective masculine demoralization was also reflected elsewhere.  The pauperized men who surround Bill Meade, standing in breadlines and loitering in lunch rooms, were pervasive figures in popular accounts of the Depression.  In Frazer’s narrative, Bill Meade might have joined their ranks except that a combination of personal initiative and occasional work opportunities helped him to maintain a healthier, more “American” perspective.  

Bill Meade’s personal saga of relief dependency bore many parallels to official versions of the forgotten man story in 1934.  Without naming specific federal agencies, Frazer personalized the history of emergency relief, beginning with FERA, then CWA, and then FERA once more.  FERA-style direct relief had pained and demoralized Bill Meade, whereas CWA-style work relief enabled him to thrive. Frazer represents the return to direct relief at the end of the narrative as unfortunate for Bill Meade and other jobless breadwinners.  Her story emphasizes the emotional consequences of direct relief  in order to dramatize the importance of “more and harder work” both to the forgotten man’s personal recovery and to national recovery.  

Frazer’s narrative appeared in the spring of 1934 at a time when the CWA was being demobilized and the public was becoming weary of “emergency” rhetoric and was beginning to contemplate the problem of “permanent unemployment.”  The abrupt end of the CWA had been jarring to many, including CWA workers, some of whom mobilized in protest against project closures.  Images of mass demonstrations by CWA workers, along with press reports detailing CWA graft and corruption, were fodder for the New Deal’s critics.
  The messy conversion from CWA back to FERA led to allegations of New Deal inefficiency and lack of long-range planning. By virtue of their own declared preference for work relief, New Deal officials found it difficult to justify the return to FERA-style relief in the spring of 1934.  Instead, they emphasized the continuation of CWA-style work activities under the FERA’s newly-created “Emergency Work Program.”  They also promised the creation of a new, improved public works program to replace FERA in the near future.   

Forgotten Man Counter-Narratives 

Charges of CWA graft, corruption, and federal mismanagement shaped the emerging counter-narrative of forgotten manhood.  So too did pervasive images of mass demonstrations by CWA workers.   The widely held belief that direct relief demoralized and pauperized the unemployed, which New Dealers reinforced when they abandoned FERA in favor of CWA in the fall of 1933, also influenced the shape of the forgotten man counter-narrative. In contrast to official representations that emphasized individual forgotten men’s restoration to productive citizenship through work relief, counter-narratives accentuated the creation of a federal relief “machine” that generated votes for New Deal politicians while increasing the “needs-consciousness” of an ever-more disruptive relief population.  In counter-narratives of forgotten manhood, prolonged relief dependency had devastating consequences for the American way of life, turning a significant proportion of the nation’s most vital political members – its self-reliant male breadwinners – into “errand boys to and from the relief office.”  The federal government, formerly a distant entity that respected local civic autonomy, had become an overly indulgent national “parent” whose commands were carried out by an army of vindictive female “pantry-snoopers.” 
Yet for all of its differences from more positive versions of the forgotten man story, such negative tales of pauperization and emasculation were clearly in dialogue with them.  Both positive and negative stories of forgotten manhood conflated gender and politics and placed the family at the center of American political life. Both also accorded affective power to white male citizens while seeking to avert negative emotional outcomes such as alienation, demoralization, and despair.  Yet counter-narratives of forgotten manhood differed from positive versions in their critique of bureaucratic centralism and its negative consequences for the male-headed home. By placing the family and local community even more squarely at the center of American political culture, and by dramatizing the emasculating effects of federally-administered relief, critics of the New Deal shifted the terms of national political debate and influenced the shape of subsequent official rhetoric and practice. 

An exemplary counter-narrative is Priscilla Wayne’s “Does the World Owe John Doe a Living?” which appeared in The Saturday Evening Post in May 1935.  Wayne’s narrative centers on an unemployed workman named Harold Marsh, who shares many characteristics with Bill Meade, Fred Salo, and other fictional forgotten men.  Prior to the Depression, Marsh had been an adequate worker and family provider, but Wayne is quick to point out that he was only average and that he had failed to save for the future.  Also like Meade, he had been reluctant to apply for relief, only doing so when his wife implored him.  At first, Harold has difficulty accepting direct relief and his pride prevents him from talking about his family’s predicament.  Fairly rapidly, however, he grows more accepting of his relief status, then he becomes demanding.  One day he “disagreed with a caseworker so violently that he tore up her hat.”
  Shortly thereafter, he meets the narrator on the street as he is headed to the relief bureau to demand more coal for his family.  Having lost all sense of civic responsibility, he explains to her, “He didn’t intend to let his family go without coal, no sirree, not so you could notice it.  Other people got coal when they asked for it.”
  When asked if he is employed on a work-relief project, Harold responds, “Not me. Go down there and work in that river bed muck?  I should say not.”  He explains, 

“I look at it this way, Miss Wayne; this depression’s not my fault.  If they hadn’t let these times come on us, things would have been all right.” 


I questioned the pronoun “they.”  Harold was vague in his explanation:  


“The Government. Graft and all that.  Now they’ve got us in this thing.  Let ‘em get us out.  I, for one, am going to take what’s coming to me.  Why, look, Miss Wayne, the Government’s pouring out money by the millions.  Wouldn’t I be a fool not to take my share of it?”

 
Unlike Bill Meade, Harold Marsh is pauperized by FERA-style relief.  His capacity for self-reliance and family providership have been fatally undermined and he is thoroughly dependent on relief.  Whereas Bill Meade maintains his self-respect, Harold Marsh acquires a more feminine affect, nagging relief authorities for larger handouts for his family.  In contrast to Bill Meade’s hearty Americanism, Harold Marsh also has a vague and unhealthy view of government.  As a result of prolonged relief dependency, he has joined what another writer described as “a new class who . . . look upon Uncle Sam as a parent, a father to whom they are entitled to look for food, clothing, and fuel.”


Wayne’s story of pauperized forgotten manhood was part of a broader challenge to federal emergency relief in the mid-1930s.  In the story, Harold Marsh loses all sense of civic responsibility and becomes politically passive.  Significantly, as he deteriorates politically, he also becomes effeminate. Over the course of the narrative, he ceases to be a proud tradesman and breadwinner and is thoroughly domesticated.  He stays home, takes to wearing an apron, and becomes petty and demanding in his encounters with relief officials. Entirely gone from Harold Marsh’s persona is any sense of the larger civic good.  In fact, he is the antithesis of the official forgotten man: selfish rather than self-sacrificing; weak-willed rather than resolute in his desire for re-employment; dependent rather than self-reliant; mercurial rather than steady and authoritative.  In all, he stands opposed to the ideal of masculine citizenship in the Depression.

According to critics of New Deal relief, Harold Marsh’s deterioration was shared by others whose chronic neediness made them unwitting participants in the New Deal’s efforts to “remake, regiment, collectivise the country, and bring centralization triumphant to Washington.” 
   The vast majority of unemployed Americans, most of whom had been self-reliant and politically independent prior to the New Deal, were becoming cogs in “a great Roosevelt political machine.”  By pouring billions of dollars into relief, the federal government was creating a dependent class whose members could no longer afford to be free-thinking because they relied on the largesse of the Roosevelt Administration.  

In creating such a dependent class, critics argued, the New Deal Administration tampered both with masculine self-respect and with the tradition of local civic autonomy.  As one critic commented, people who “would never have asked aid from the town” readily accepted federal aid. 
  Commented another, 

Most of these dependent people … wouldn’t borrow so much as a cup of butter from a next-door neighbor without paying it back….  However, if that neighbor lives in Washington, D.C., and has a lot of other debtors … it’s so much easier to let their consciences slip a bit.”

Like a mental disease, “the habit of taking has been contracted” and “a new class has been created.”  Members of this new class were not “thankful for help received.”  Rather, abdicating all sense of paternal and civic responsibility, they “look upon Uncle Sam as a parent, a father to whom they are entitled to look for food, clothing, and fuel.”
   Lieutenant General Robert Lee Bullard created a stir in 1935 when, after a "nationwide survey of the relief situation," he asserted that "we have recognized in this country a new 'inalienable right'--the right of an individual to indefinite support at public expense and regardless of private employment available." He continued, "It indicates a breakdown in the primary characteristics of the American citizen- initiative, independence, self-reliance.” Bullard asserted that seventy-five per cent of those on relief were content to stay there. 
  “These men … believe that the country owes them a living,” another critic commented.
  And like Harold Marsh, their appetite for government handouts was insatiable. Many were unwilling to sacrifice material comforts, retaining “pianos, automobiles . . . [and] modern homes, well furnished” even as they appealed for federal assistance.
  That relief recipients “lived the life of Reilly at government expense” was a common refrain in the mid-1930s. Yet in spite of the New Deal’s ill-advised largesse, the relief population was anything but grateful. “We are not increasing content,” one critic commented. “On the contrary, we seem to be increasing discontent.”  She added, “It will soon be too much for everybody, even the Government, if these organized bands of unemployed begin to dictate methods and amounts of relief, and if politicians listen.”


As these comments suggest, critics of the New Deal cast the relief situation as a fundamental threat to America’s most cherished political traditions, including the masculine civic ideals of “initiative, independence, self-reliance.”  It threatened to supplant those ideals with stereotypically feminine behaviors such as dependency, acquisitiveness, and disrespect.  Overall, critics contended that New Deal policy was vastly at odds with the “American way of life.” “Let us assume that all the measures instituted and proposed by the national Administration, all the projects of the New Deal… are sound in principle and… the just due of the forgotten man,” one critic wrote.  He continued, 

It simply cannot be made to work.  Our background and tradition are wholly against it.  We have no experience and no standards to sustain it… We would need a new racial composition or amalgam, another country geographically and historically, a complete revision of state boundaries, and a brand-new set of customs and folkways, to make the New Deal work.

Among the traditions compromised by New Deal relief was that of local civic autonomy.  In the interests of expanding the scope of the federal government, critics argued, New Deal relief officials had interfered with an essential American political body – the local civic community.  In her work on gender, citizenship, and the New Deal state, Suzanne Mettler notes that within U.S. civic culture, the local civic community works to conserve a role-oriented, difference-based model of public life that idealizes the male-headed home and enforces hierarchies of gender, race, and class.  Its emphasis on face-to-face encounters among citizens also supports an affective model of public life.
  Whereas large-scale government enterprises have anonymous relations with individual citizens, local civic authorities are much more exacting, and encounters between local authorities and relief-dependent citizens are emotionally charged.  Critics of the New Deal regarded the local community’s capacity to inflict guilt on relief dependents as beneficial in countering the growing “needs-consciousness” of the unemployed.
  
Harold Marsh had been so willing to accept relief in part because it came from a vague and distant source. Critics maintained that fewer Americans would demand relief if it came from local rather than national sources since acquiring aid would entail emotionally trying encounters with local civic authorities.  Moreover, local administration of relief would preserve gendered and racialized structures of authority and governance which, like the family, were essential to the American way of life.  “A community ought to decide—because a community is apt to know—which of its members should get free potatoes and coal, and which members have a right to become pensioners on the others,” one critic commented.
  When relief came from a far-away federal source, it compromised the affective power of local civic leaders to enforce longstanding masculine ideals of independence and self-reliance.  Thus Linton B. Swift, general director of the Family Welfare Association of America, stated that “the relief program … has been too little tied up administratively with local community responsibility.”  He added, “there has not been a definite and positive effort to integrate the program with … private agencies through whose service” the pauperizing effects of centralized relief administration “might have been avoided ….”

Placed within a broader discursive context, Wayne’s counter-narrative of forgotten manhood takes on added significance.  Harold Marsh was a figure for the millions of jobless men who succumbed to relief dependency and perceived their weekly or monthly dole to be “an inalienable right.”  No longer independent heads of households, men like Harold had become petty and demanding in their relationship to “Uncle Sam,” whom they regarded as “a parent… to whom they … [might] look for food, clothing, and fuel.”  Counter-narratives of forgotten manhood were alarming stories in which relief-dependent men like Harold Marsh discarded the traditionally masculine affect of reserved paternal authority in favor of typically feminine traits of pettiness and ingratitude. Harold Marsh’s story thus reflects the complex intersection of gender, politics, and civic storytelling in the New Deal years.  In the contest to fashion compelling narratives of collective civic identity, Harold’s emasculation at the hands of a remote and paternalistic government stood in stark contrast to the official story of forgotten manhood, which dramatized jobless men’s adherence to masculine civic ideals and their productive relationship to national recovery. 

If Wayne dramatized the political deterioration of relief-dependent manhood, she and other critics of the New Deal also presented a positive, alternative version of the forgotten man story.  Many administration critics depicted the real forgotten man not as the individual on relief, but rather as the one who, adhering to masculine principles of initiative, self-reliance, and independence, “pulled himself up by his own bootstraps” and preserved his family’s self-sufficiency. “At last . . . we can finally identify the fellow who is called the ‘forgotten man,’” the Washington Post editorialized.  “He is the one who stays in a private job, who avoids going on [relief].”  In a letter to the New York Times, a Salt Lake City resident declared that “The new forgotten men are [those] who are fighting against great odds.”  They are “the thousands of our people just above the relief line, who are scratching with all their might to keep away from this line.”  Others invoked the forgotten man as a gendered figure for the broad middle class: “the producer, the dealer, the merchant, the salesman.”

Likewise, reflecting the counter-narrative’s invocation of a backward-looking, family-based vision of the American way of life, Wayne concluded Harold Marsh’s story by presenting a different anecdote featuring “hardy, self-reliant souls…in whom the old pioneer spirit still flames.”  Wayne claims to have met “one of them in a Northern Minnesota community—a community in which nine out of ten families was on relief.”  Wayne goes on to describe an extremely poor but dignified farming couple with five children living on an eighty-acre farm that they purchased through thrift and sacrifice. When Wayne asks the mother of the family about relief, she discovers that she knows nothing:


The mother looked at me questioningly.  “Relief?” Then apologetically: “I’m afraid I don’t know much about it.  I’ve been busy helping get the crops harvested and doing the canning and getting the children sewed up for school.


I listened to her story.  It was a tender saga of a mother’s love and a father’s love, of trying to feed, clothe and shelter five children and give them as good a start as possible.  

Suggesting that there is something quintessentially American about the farm mother’s story, Wayne remarks, “Why, the history of every one of us . . . is blessed by stories just like this one.”  She calls it a “triumphant story,” and concludes: “Men and women must be taught to walk again on their own feet, not to lean on the arm of Federal relief.  The lesson will be hard.  Maybe it can be learned only through tears and misery and bitter suffering.  But it must be learned.”

Significantly absent from the farm family’s story is the voice of the father, who is presumably too busy making the family’s living to participate in the narrative.  His absence stands in stark contrast to Harold Marsh’s domestic presence.  Both figures suggest the virtue of the traditional American home, in which men are overshadowing authority figures whose economic and civic activities take them away from the private sphere and engage them in a larger public world.  Part of what was so alarming about the New Deal, critics like Wayne suggested, was that it interfered with the gendered distinction between public and private that was fundamental to the American way of life.  Wayne’s depiction of the New Deal administration as disruptive to the integrity of the American home and of local community governance merits close consideration in light of subsequent developments in New Deal relief policy.  Her gendered critique of bureaucratic centralism, which did much to emasculate Harold Marsh and disrupt his family life, reflected a broader skepticism of the role that relief played in preserving the nation by providing for the “forgotten man.”  That broader skepticism proved influential not only in subsequent official narratives of forgotten manhood, but in the subsequent unfolding of federal relief policy as well
WPA Storytelling: Reclaiming Authorship of the Forgotten Man Narrative


About the time that the CWA was being demobilized, New Deal officials were also backing away from military metaphors to characterize US national community.  As popular responses to the CWA episode suggest, Americans were increasingly ambivalent about the growth of centralized government, much of which had been justified on the grounds that the nation faced a national emergency tantamount to war.  Sensing that ambivalence, New Deal administrators stopped defining national citizenship and governance in military terms and began defining them strictly through the metaphor of the male-headed home.  


Partly, as Brock has observed, New Deal administrators wanted to share the liabilities attached to relief administration with the states and localities.
  Among those liabilities were actual material and financial costs, which under WPA would entail stricter enforcement of state and local sponsorship stipulations.  But in shifting from a centralized, military metaphor for national community to a decentralized, family-based metaphor, Roosevelt officials also wanted to share the symbolic costs of administering relief. National administrators were frustrated that the federal government was taking the blame for administrative irregularities for which, in their view, states and localities shared much of the responsibility.
But perhaps most importantly from the perspective of this essay, shifting to a family-based model of U.S. civic community was also an effort to align the nation-building politics of relief more fully with American traditions that were widely embraced in the Depression.  The family was the ideal metaphor for a new departure in federal relief that sought to deflect allegations of bureaucratic centralism while accentuating the New Deal’s support for “the American way of life.”  It was also a way of utilizing popular sympathy for the forgotten man even more effectively to promote the transformative policies and actions of the New Deal state.  

The transition from FERA to WPA was gradual and confusing.  New Deal relief administrators began outlining a new, work-based program of federal relief as early as March 1934 in the midst of CWA demobilization.  Yet actual congressional approval of the WPA did not occur until May 1935, and the new agency was not fully operational until early 1936.  At that time, the FERA ceased operation and the Roosevelt Administration fulfilled its pledge to “quit this business of relief.”  In what one welfare historian has termed “a deliberate decision to resurrect local responsibility” and lay claim to “traditional values,” New Deal officials returned the problem of general relief to the states.
  Its program, officials stated, would concentrate exclusively on providing work to three-million able-bodied breadwinners, thereby restoring their self-respect, domestic authority, and active role in the civic life of their communities.

From the outset, Roosevelt officials touted WPA as a genuinely American alternative to relief.  Whereas the FERA had essentially been a dole, administrators acknowledged, the WPA would offer real wages in exchange for work accomplished.  In accordance with WPA sponsorship stipulations, states and localities would initiate and help to administer the projects to be undertaken. They would also resume responsibility for general relief. Noting that the federal government had never intended to assume responsibility for “unemployable” Americans who had always depended on public aid, Roosevelt officials rededicated themselves to helping only those “employable” Americans whose joblessness resulted from national economic conditions. Eligibility for WPA was also restricted to able-bodied breadwinners.  By means of this restriction, administrators argued, the agency would assist a maximum number of American families to resume “living as Americans should.”

The creation of WPA was also an attempt by New Deal officials to reclaim authorship of public representations of relief, which had suffered massively in the hands of administration critics. From the outset, WPA included a large public relations staff.  Hopkins held frequent press conferences, and press releases accompanied each new shift in WPA administration.
  In addition to their other work, artists employed on WPA graphically depicted the agency’s success in rebuilding American manhood.  The resulting visual works accentuated the pride and purposefulness of the recuperated forgotten man.  [See Figures 1 and 2.]  In addition, the WPA Office of Information issued pamphlets explaining the agency’s work and responding to public criticisms.  During the 1936 election year, top WPA officials toured the nation’s political circuit giving pro-WPA speeches and generally touting the human accomplishments of the New Deal.  Also 
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Figure 1.  Michigan artist Alfred Castagne sketching WPA construction workers, By an unknown photographer, May 19, 1939. National Archives, Records of the Work Projects Administration.
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Figure 2.  Work Projects Administration Poster created by the Federal Art Project, New York, between 1936 and 1941. Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress.

in 1936, Hopkins published a celebratory book on federal relief policy, Spending to Save: The Complete Story of Emergency Relief.
  

In all of its official releases, the Roosevelt Administration emphasized WPA’s Americanism, its commitment to sharing power with states and localities, and its benefits for the male-headed home.
  In this way, New Deal officials laid claim to political values that critics of federal relief had used so often. They also intervened in the counter-narrative of pauperized forgotten manhood. In his announcement that the federal government would “end this business of relief,” Roosevelt acknowledged that direct relief had induced “a spiritual and moral disintegration fundamentally destructive to the national fiber.” He admitted that “the vitality of our people . . . [had been] sapped by the giving of cash, of market baskets, of a few hours of weekly work cutting grass.”  While such practices had been “in violation of the traditions of America,” Roosevelt maintained, federal work relief would revitalize America’s forgotten men.  It would preserve their “self-respect, their self-reliance and courage and determination.”

Similarly, in a 1936 campaign address, WPA Assistant Administrator Ellen Woodward stated that “The philosophy of the work program is based upon an appreciation of the true character of the American people.” Americans were self-reliant and productive by nature, she argued. “Our country . . . was settled by builders and workers,” she stated. “Are we to deny the quality and character of this country and its people?”
  In a speech titled, “What is the American Way?” Hopkins also emphasized the WPA’s role in preserving American traditions. “The American people,” Hopkins stated, “have declared themselves in favor of a work program and will not go back to the socially unproductive and individually demoralizing principle of the dole.”  America’s greatness derived from the rights and opportunities it granted its citizens, including “the right to earn an honorable living.”  In a statement suggesting that men’s right to honorable livelihoods was more at stake than women’s, Hopkins declared, “Here the rights a man might enjoy, the heights he might scale, [are] not limited by his family tree but by his own individual liberty.”
  

Hopkins also intervened in the narrative of pauperized forgotten manhood.  In a December 1934 radio address, he characterized the able-bodied unemployed as more eager than any other group to see an end to direct relief. “[T]he unemployed themselves want work,” he stated. “We do not have to tell them that not having a job spoils a man for work. They go soft, they lose skill, they lose work habits. But they know it before you and I know it and it is their lives that are being wrecked, not ours.”   Hopkins declared that the nation could not afford “a continued situation through which its citizens lose their sense of independence and strength and their sense of individual destiny.”  A federal works program was necessary, he maintained, because “It preserves a man's morale. It saves his skill. It gives him a chance to do something socially useful.”
  Clearly, jobless men, and not the unemployed of both sexes, were at the center of Hopkins’ relief agenda. Also at its center was the emotional recuperation of the forgotten man: his transformation from shame and despair to optimism and self-respect as a result of federal work relief.  
New Deal officials’ effort to rewrite the narrative of forgotten manhood is also evident in Hopkins’ Spending to Save, significantly subtitled “The Complete Story of Relief” [emphasis added].  At a time when Hopkins believed that the WPA was coming to represent the New Deal, his book-length account of federal relief policy was an effort to claim authorship of “the story of relief” from the New Deal’s detractors.  Spending to Save tells the story of federal relief policy from the final years of the Hoover Administration to 1936.  It is a celebratory narrative of increasingly effective federal policy culminating in the WPA.  Yet it is also a story about various groups within the relief population.  Sections of Spending to Save are devoted to farmers, transients, and young people, but no group receives more attention than urban unemployed breadwinners.  Through agencies like CWA and WPA, Hopkins argued, such forgotten men demonstrated their productivity, their commitment to provide for their families, and their renewed sense of pride, purposefulness, and civic responsibility.  

While acknowledging the limitations of CWA, Hopkins also stressed its accomplishments.  CWA workers had built public buildings, bridges, and waterways that would enhance the national welfare long after the workers who built them had died.  The American people owed a debt of gratitude to the unemployed Americans who completed such projects.  Yet if the CWA had been nationally productive, mobilizing the dedication and productivity of America’s forgotten men, the WPA was larger and capable of even greater feats of national improvement.  WPA workers, like their predecessors on CWA, worked hard improving the nation’s physical plant.  The typical WPA worker, Hopkins stated, was “a white man, thirty-eight years of age and the head of a household.”  He was also a skilled or semi-skilled worker who found his place easily on the WPA’s construction program. Hopkins stated that “The bulk of the WPA program has been a construction program.”  WPA workers built farm-to-market roads, built or repaired water and sewer systems, schools and other public buildings, and installed or repaired electrical utilities.  According to Hopkins, such projects elicited strong pride from “workers, public officials, and citizens alike.”
  Throughout the history of the WPA, New Deal officials emphasized the WPA’s construction projects over other kinds of work relief.  Highly visible, tangibly productive, and affirming of project workers’ assertive masculinity, construction projects dominated the rhetoric and iconography of federal work relief.  In contrast, white-collar and women’s projects received relatively little publicity.  

In addition to restoring the political and physical health and vigor of the forgotten man, WPA construction projects also provided jobless breadwinners with wages, thereby contributing to the health and well being of the male-headed home.  Hopkins wrote that the work program “diminished family need” and “centered once more in the father the authority and prestige which he had lost when out of work.”  WPA work for women also contributed to the well being of the traditional American family unit.  Being careful to note that women employed on WPA did not choose to be breadwinners but were “compelled” by family circumstance to do so, Hopkins wrote that they entered a program that had “been built around their traditional skills.”  As participants on WPA, he stated, “thousands of women [have been taught] to make clothes, to can and to cook with knowledge of food values.”
  In general, publicity for the WPA Women’s Division was limited.  When publicists did address the work of the Women’s Division, they tended to focus on traditional women’s projects such as housekeeping aides, handicrafts, and the hot school lunch program. Publicists paid considerably less attention to the sewing rooms, which were the mainstay of women’s work relief.

Hopkins concluded his discussion of WPA by reiterating the nation’s commitment to preserving the skill and regenerating the civic spirit of the unemployed worker.   He stated, “Our work must be done for the worker by the worker.  He is the first figure.  He must be the first and last digit in all government accounting.” Emphasizing the unemployed worker’s potential value to the nation, he also commented, “The regeneration of the individual worker no longer needs to be the only concern of a national work program for the unemployed.  We have come to a second concept which is that his work is necessary to enrich the national life.”
  According to Hopkins, the forgotten man, restored to productivity on the WPA, was a national asset and a distinct contributor to national recovery.  He contributed directly to the nation through useful public work, particularly through the construction of roads, buildings, and other public works.

Yet at the same time, reflecting a shift in the official representation of forgotten manhood, Hopkins was quick to point out the WPA worker’s contributions to his family and local community.  Far from being a cog in a vast federal machine, the WPA worker was a breadwinner and participant in local community affairs.  His restored breadwinning power brought him renewed respect and authority in the home. The work he performed was locally sponsored, and it was the local community that could best determine its lasting value.  Thus Hopkins aligned WPA not only with the traditional American principle of masculine self-reliance, but with the related principles of local community governance and the male-headed home.
 

Published in 1936 as a handbook for WPA workers, Our Job with the WPA can be read as another official narrative of forgotten manhood.
  Like Spending to Save, the pamphlet accentuates many of the election-year talking points of the New Deal Administration.  In a section on frequently asked questions, the handbook informs the reader that WPA work is not the same as relief, and that eligibility for WPA employment is restricted to one member per household, generally “the head of the family.”  In response to the question, “Does the Federal Government select the projects on which we work?” the handbook states, “No. Practically a hundred percent of the work projects are selected, planned, and supervised by the local community where they are being done.”  By aligning the WPA with localism and the male-headed home, the pamphlet laid claim to gender and political values that had often been used to criticize the New Deal.
Our Job with the WPA was also a conventional story of forgotten manhood restored to productive citizenship through the WPA.  In text and image, it characterizes the typical WPA worker as an able-bodied breadwinner whose joblessness was the result of national economic conditions.  The slow pace of business recovery, technological unemployment, and competition from “young men and women just out of school” all contributed to his economic plight.  Such conditions were beyond the jobless individual’s control, but they were not beyond the control of the federal government.  “What can Uncle Sam do?” the pamphlet asks.  In terms that accentuate the masculinity of the typical WPA worker, it answers,

Let us starve 
   – 
Not in this man’s country

Give us a dole 
   – 
But who wants a handout?

Let us work 
   – 
Which is every man’s right.  

In its visual response to the question, the pamphlet presents two contrasting types of forgotten manhood.  One is a slope-shouldered figure whose grocery basket marks him as an applicant for direct relief.  The other is a square-shouldered worker who wields the implements of his trade.  The pamphlet goes on to tell the story of the slope-shouldered relief applicant.  “[W]hen we are on the dole . . . we lose our self-respect; we loaf on street corners; we lose our skill; we have family rows; finally we lose hope.”  An image of jobless men gathered by a street lamp appears just above a scene of domestic conflict.  In terms that recall earlier stories of forgotten manhood, all images accentuate the emasculation and emotional deterioration of the unemployed worker forced to accept direct relief.  [See Figures 3 and 4.]
The pamphlet then goes on to depict the regenerative power of WPA employment. While the pamphlet includes images of professional workers alongside skilled and semi-skilled tradesmen, members of all three categories have been restored to masculine potency as a result of their WPA employment.  The only female figure to 
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Figure 3:  Our Job with WPA:  Text corresponding to this series of images reads, “What happens when we are on the dole.”
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Figure 4:  Our Job with WPA.  Text that corresponds to this series of images reads: WORK KEEPS US FROM GOING NUTS.  
appear in the section on WPA work is an actress who shrinks behind her male counterpart.  As with other official accounts of WPA, the pamphlet emphasizes the national benefits of the WPA’s construction program. “The country will be richer if we build: roads, schools, airports, sewer systems, water systems, parks, playgrounds, public buildings . . .” In a section on WPA accomplishments, the pamphlet again stresses the physical accomplishments of WPA’s male construction workers.

 
Our Job with the WPA was published in 1936 as a handbook for WPA workers. Presented in a colloquial, question-and-answer format, with many pictures to accompany the simple text, the handbook was designed to be accessible even to marginally literate WPA workers.   It informed them about basic WPA employment polices, but it also established their place in the nation-building politics of the New Deal.  Reflecting the publicity-consciousness of federal administrators, the pamphlet prepared workers for possible public criticism of their WPA work project.  If they faced allegations that their project represented the overextended reach of the federal government, they were to know that it had been locally selected and sponsored by a local public agency.  “Practically a hundred percent of the work projects are selected, planned, and supervised by the local community where they are being done,” the pamphlet informed them. If they felt their WPA work was valuable, they were exhorted to declare their views publicly. The pamphlet stated, “If your union or your group wants to hold a celebration when the project is finished, ask your supervisor and he will arrange it, and invite other citizens to come and see it.” It added, “You have added wealth to your community that no depression can take away.”  

Most curiously of all, in Our Job with the WPA, workers were told their own story, and it was a conventionalized story of forgotten manhood.  Whatever their actual past might have been, their symbolic past included the demoralization, family breakdown, and alienation from masculine civic conventions that characterized the forgotten man’s response to unemployment and direct relief.  Whatever their current situation, their symbolic situation was one of masculine revitalization as productive WPA workers.  Thus Our Job with the WPA reflects the ways in which actual jobless Americans came to serve as a symbolic resource in the nation-building politics of the New Deal.  

In some respects, Our Job with the WPA invokes the metaphor of military fraternity.  It refers to the nation as “this man’s country” and positions workers as patriotic contributors to the national welfare.  Yet it also accentuates their rights as individual workers and their responsibilities as local citizens.  Finally, it accentuates their 

authoritative role as family providers.  Restored to their proper breadwinning role, WPA workers could once again count on the respect and support of dependent family members, for the pamphlet informs them that no one other than the breadwinner will be granted WPA employment.  In these ways, Our Job with the WPA reflects the shift in official emphasis from a fraternal model of civic community to a familial one.

The new official emphasis on localism and on the WPA worker’s role in local community affairs was reflected in practice as well as in rhetoric.  In planning for the new WPA, Hopkins had informed Roosevelt as early as the spring of 1934 that the WPA should be federal in structure and that considerable initiative and administrative responsibility should be lodged at the state and local levels.  Almost all WPA projects required local sponsorship, and certification for WPA employment was carried out by local certification boards.  In this way, the federal program incorporated the interests and values of the local community.  Donald Howard noted that in many instances, local certification boards reinforced the breadwinning prerogatives of forgotten manhood by refusing to certify women and non-white men for WPA employment.
  Local sponsorship boards likewise favored projects that privileged white male construction workers over other groups within the polity. 

Under the WPA, the official story of forgotten manhood adopted counter-narrative conventions such as support for localism and the male-headed home.  A story that was originally about America’s “economic infantry” and the bold new experiment undertaken by the nation’s peacetime generalship had evolved, by the later years of the Depression, into a very different tale about the restoration of jobless men to their rightful place as family breadwinners and active participants in local civic life. Some vestiges of military fraternity remained, but in general, by shifting the focus to the civic revitalization of America’s forgotten breadwinners, New Dealers more effectively masked their own claims to national power as a defense of the traditional “American way of life.”  The new narrative of forgotten manhood was mirrored in relief policy that privileged white men over other social groups, particularly women and aliens who sought a share of WPA relief.  It was also mirrored in a practice that William Leuchtenberg calls “cooperative federalism,” wherein federal relief administrators shared power with states and localities, often with discriminatory results.
  Federal relief officials often bemoaned the inegalitarianism of local sponsorship and certification boards. Yet they deliberately ceded authority to local administrative units as part of their broader strategy to create a uniquely American system of relief. Support for civic self-governance, combined with championship of the male-headed home, produced a masculinist model of U.S. national citizenship and governance that did much to influence other New Deal social policies.  That model of civic community also privileged face-to-face encounters among citizens in the public square and even in the private, male-headed home.  The affective capacity of a local civic leader to instill feelings of guilt and accountability in relief applicants, like the capacity of a male breadwinner to command respect from his dependents, furnished the basis for civic community as it was imagined in official versions of the forgotten man story after 1935.  Reflecting the importance of narrative to federal policymaking in the Depression, those same civic ideals significantly informed eligibility criteria for WPA relief.  
Looking at the evolving narrative of forgotten manhood within the context of federal emergency relief helps to illuminate the broader process of American civic development in the New Deal years. New Deal administrators attempted to garner popular support for transformative New Deal relief policies by casting their nation-building strategy as a defense of traditional gender practices and the American way of life.  As the evolving narrative of forgotten manhood reveals, they produced emotionally charged stories of collective civic identity, in dialogue with popular stories and images, that accentuated reassuring gender concepts even as they profoundly changed conventions of citizenship and governance for the nation.
“Unemployables” and the Exclusionary Politics of WPA Relief


The shift to WPA was not simply a positive affirmation of the nation's able-bodied unemployed.  It was also negative, as Roosevelt repudiated the nation's involvement in "this business of relief."  In announcing the change, Roosevelt did more than cast aspersions on direct relief.  He also cast aspersions on a whole category of unemployed Americans -- those whom he defined as not ordinarily self-reliant and courageous and determined. 


Indeed, the viability of the WPA depended on a politics of exclusion.  Even as Roosevelt announced his commitment to providing work for the nation's "able-bodied but destitute workers," he proposed returning the care of one-and-a-half-million "unemployables" to local relief.   If the "employables" were "the victim[s] of a nation-wide depression caused by conditions which were . . . national," then the "unemployables" were jobless for reasons that were personal or local.
   Hopkins stated that “The purpose of the Works Progress Administration is . . . not . . . to provide work for everybody. . . .”
   He characterized the newly-defined unemployable group as “old people, widows, persons who were breadwinners but are now in T.B. institutions, insane asylums, the crippled, and the handicapped.”
  Mothers with dependent children, some domestic servants, and many sharecroppers were also generally classified with the “unemployable” group.
 Taken together, administrators contended, the unemployables represented a cross-section of the “chronic relief” population.  As such, they possessed no legitimate claim on the nation's beneficence in time of crisis.  In fact, their presence on federal relief rolls compromised the integrity and purpose of New Deal relief, which was intended as “a temporary bridge to self-support” for the able-bodied unemployed – the forgotten men – who were the true victims of nationwide depression.


Many private and local relief administrators questioned the logic behind this “rough and ready classification of employables and unemployables by WPA.”  As one relief worker commented, “No one knows now just where employability begins or ends, either in WPA or direct relief rolls.”  Another lamented that “[c]ategories . . . seem to be crystallizing as our accepted system of public assistance.”  Indicating that many social workers opposed this trend, he asked, “Why should family men be given preference” over other needy groups, such as “widows with children” and “single men and single women"?
   
From the perspective of the New Deal leadership, categories were vital in order to secure claims about the self-reliance and virtue of the unemployed breadwinner.  Ambivalence about failed breadwinning meant that the image of the forgotten man restored to productivity on the WPA could not stand on his own; he had to be defined against emotionally charged counter-images of the dependent and undeserving unemployed. Effectively, jobless Americans who came to be lumped together as “unemployables” – older women and mothers of dependent children, African-American sharecroppers, the tubercular, the crippled, and the insane – came to symbolize the inadequacies of earlier relief programs.  Their exclusion from WPA served to deflect allegations of chronic dependency from federal relief administrators’ preferred clients: white, able-bodied “forgotten men.”  Examining the consequences of the “employable”/”unemployable” distinction for certain excluded social groups tells us much about the terms of citizenship and national belonging in the New Deal years.               


Central among those excluded in the shift to WPA were large numbers of unemployed women.  From the outset of the Depression, women had faced discrimination in the job market, in legislation, and in federal unemployment relief.  Women counted for only a quarter of the Depression workforce, yet they represented a third of the unemployed.  Until its repeal in 1937, Section 213 of the 1932 National Economy Act prohibited women’s civil service employment if their husbands also held government jobs.  In many localities, female teachers and other public employees were routinely dismissed following marriage throughout the 1930s.  While the FERA did not categorically exclude married women from benefits, women comprised only eight percent of FERA recipients from 1933 to 1935.  The Women’s Division of the FERA had been poorly integrated into the broader relief framework and was closely tied to traditional poor relief.
  

Yet in spite of the fact that female relief applicants endured discrimination prior to the WPA, administrators for the new agency resolved to tighten gender restrictions.  A shortcoming of the CWA, WPA administrators contended, was that it had sometimes granted relief to unemployed wives who were not heads of households.  In contrast, the WPA stipulated that only one person per family would be eligible for work relief, ideally the male breadwinner.  According to Donald S. Howard, when reviewing the relief applications of needy women, WPA officials were careful to determine whether they were “indeed economic heads of their families, genuinely employable and eligible in other respects” before granting benefits.  In general, WPA officials sought “to avoid substituting the wife for the husband” in making work relief assignments.  Howard notes that relief officials who denied relief to needy women were motivated by a punitive desire “to put some break upon women’s eagerness to be the family breadwinner, wage recipient, and controller of the family pocketbook.”
   

Administrators also sought to discourage single mothers with dependent children from seeking WPA benefits.  Under the Social Security Act of 1935, single mothers were eligible for a new kind of federally-mandated direct relief – one that emphasized their emotional ties to the home.   At local and national levels, many WPA administrators believed that single mothers "should . . . be cut off WPA” even when it meant taking “a social security benefit at a much lesser amount."


Even women who were ineligible for social security benefits and who did not have able-bodied husbands or fathers to support them had difficulty obtaining WPA relief.  Relief boards were quicker to grant the "employability" and breadwinner status of relief applicants if they were male than if they were female.  Women who were single and lacked dependents were particularly hard-pressed under WPA eligibility requirements.  In 1937, settlement house worker Mary Simkhovitch complained that single women without dependents were “just discards.”   Her sentiment was echoed by many single, needy women.  In a letter to Eleanor Roosevelt, Pearl Lindner of Buffalo, New York wrote, “Thinking you may use your influence . . . to bring about better conditions for unfortunate people who have no home or dependents, but are willing to work.”  Lindner explained that she was “a former employee of the Buffalo Knitting and Sewing Project,” but was thrown off when eligibility requirements were restricted to family heads.  As a result of her removal from work relief, she was receiving “welfare aid” but she complained that “to me [it] is slow death, I dislike it so.  I can barely eat the food after I get it.”
  

More often categorized as "unemployable," needy women like Lindner were forced to rely on the sparse resources of local and private relief.   While WPA administrators contended that local and private charity seriously undermined the morale of unemployed breadwinning men, they apparently harbored no such fears concerning unemployed women.  The plight of women like Lindner prompted another of Eleanor Roosevelt’s correspondents to ask, “[W]hy should everything be done for the men, everywhere, and . . . so very little done for the girls and women?”

African-American men fared better than women as applicants for WPA relief, yet they too were subject to more frequent classification as “unemployables.” Even though the executive order establishing the WPA upheld the principle of nondiscrimination, the agency was far from race-neutral in practice.  The system of cooperative federalism that disadvantaged needy women by subjecting their relief claims to the approbation of state and local relief officials similarly disadvantaged African-American men, particularly in the rural and small-town South.  African Americans who applied for WPA relief confronted discriminatory eligibility criteria, unofficial quotas, and significant delays in receiving project assignments.  Wage discrimination was also commonplace.  A study of WPA wages in Atlanta, for example, found that average monthly relief checks to blacks totaled $19.29, while whites received an average of $32.66 per month.
  

The WPA’s commitment to state and local civic autonomy also adversely affected African-American relief clients.  Clark Foreman, who analyzed the racial aspects of federal relief policy for the Roosevelt administration, noted that “the greater the area of government, the less it will be influenced by local prejudices.”  While blacks received “their fairest treatment from the Federal government,” Foreman noted, state and local WPA officials routinely discriminated against them.
  Southern segregationists rationalized discriminatory relief practices in affective terms, stressing whites’ intimate knowledge of and friendly regard for African American neighbors and servants. Just as one forgotten man counter-narrator commented that “a community ought to decide – because a community is apt to know – which of its members should . . . have a right to become pensioners on the others,” Southern racists argued that their longstanding personal connections with blacks qualified them to determine African Americans’ real relief needs.   “[T]he Negroes . . . have no better friends than the white people among whom they live and who will not willingly see them done an injustice” one segregationist wrote.
  Southern whites defended wage differentials in New Deal programs on the basis of their friendly feelings for blacks, whom they argued would be disadvantaged by a policy of equal pay for equal work. As one white newspaper editorialized, “Unless [wage] differentials are granted, the Negro is certain to suffer, because many would lose employment if a common minimum wage for both white and Negro labor was enforced.”
  As in relationships between men and women, the affective ties between whites and African Americans were hardly benevolent, even when whites cast them in friendly terms.  Too often, those relations were overtly malevolent, as when Southern whites attempted to force African American relief clients to accept seasonal employment at exploitative wages.  African Americans’ refusal to leave relief rolls to work for less money than their relief allotments led to a number of racial incidents.  One Georgia county went as far as to jail African-American relief workers who refused white farmers’ offers of employment.  Expressing the sentiment that federal relief had “spoiled” black residents and compromised their affective ties with whites, one white farmer lamented, “This relief work has got the men so sorry you can’t get them to do a thing.”

The Negro on Relief, a report by the WPA’s Division of Social Research published in 1938, reveals African Americans’ compromised relationship to the civic ideal of the cohesive and orderly male-headed home.  In explaining why African Americans were more chronically unemployed that whites, the report stated, “An examination of the family and personal characteristics of the Negroes on the [relief] rolls … reveals some striking differences with those of whites.”  The report continued:

The hardships of the Negroes which cause them to become relief recipients arise, in part, from their family and marital difficulties.  The normal family, with father, mother, and children living together, is more typical of whites than Negroes.  The broken family, with its psychological and economic handicaps, is more general among Negroes.  Of all Negro cases on relief it was found that 18% were made up of broken families, as compared with only 12% for whites.

Thus long before Senator Patrick Moynihan published The Negro Family: The Case For National Action in 1965, U.S. government officials were pathologizing African-American families in order to rationalize the discriminatory aspects of federal social policy.  In characterizing black families, and particularly black men, as pathologically weak, New Deal officials deflected like allegations of weakness and dependency from the families of white forgotten men.  
Conclusion: Emotions, Facts, Stories, and Politics
New Deal relief policy met an overwhelming public need and stood at the forefront of Roosevelt’s recovery program. Americans on relief and others who sympathized with their plight voted overwhelmingly for Roosevelt in 1936 and again in 1940. Images of forgotten manhood, so closely tied to federal relief policy in the beginning, were harnessed to a variety of causes as the Depression wore on, including the marketing of consumer products. [See Figures 5-7.]  Even the New Deal’s most vocal critics were forced to concede late in the decade that “the country had been irrevocably committed to the essentials of the social program of the New Deal.”
  In 1940, Wendell Willkie, the Republican candidate for president, declared, “We believe in federal relief ... Our Administration, if we are elected, will continue and will reinforce federal relief so long as any man in America is without a job.”

Yet in spite of its dramatic impact on American political life (and in some senses because of it) the New Deal relief administration was also perpetually on the defensive.  New Deal relief challenged many civic conventions, including the interrelated principles of masculine self-reliance, limited government, and local civic autonomy.  Almost all Americans were familiar with the federal relief setup and most had opinions about it.  As Robert Staughton Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd found in their study of Middletown, those opinions were by no means uniformly favorable.  According to the Lynds, most businessmen and professionals in Middle America were distinctly hostile to federal relief and to the jobless Americans who received it.  Conservative critics regarded relief as an imposition on the American taxpayer and a threat to the American way of life. 
  In response to positive depictions of forgotten manhood, they produced sensationalized counter-narratives that stressed the negative gender and political consequences of a massive relief bureaucracy and a growing relief population.   

New Deal leaders were extremely responsive to criticisms of the relief administration.  Counter-narratives that accentuated the New Deal’s disruption of traditional gender and political roles often led to shifts in federal relief policy.  In addition, certain counter-narrative conventions were incorporated into the official relief story.  From the beginning, counter-narratives of relief detailed the emasculating effects of direct relief.  That detail also became conventional in official versions of the story well before it was reflected in actual relief policy.  Authors of forgotten man counter-narratives also took the lead in placing the male-headed home and close-knit civic community squarely at the center of the American way of life.  Their stories detailed the devastation that ensued when New Deal officials replaced traditional family- and community-based authority structures with a paternalistic central government.  Represented as an assault on the integrity of the American home, the critique of New Deal-style bureaucratic centralism proved irresistible to federal relief officials.  Their response was to craft narratives and policies that emphasized local autonomy in relief matters and that invested considerable emotional value in the male-headed home.  

As a narrative device, the valorization of the traditional male-headed home solved several problems for New Deal relief administrators.  It enabled them to lay claim to a larger set of civic ideals that together composed a compelling vision of the American way of life.  Rogers Smith and Suzanne Mettler note that the civic ideal of the male-headed home is part of a broader ascriptivist tradition that also places value in local community governance and in white men’s direct participation in the civic life of their 
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Figure 5: Bell Telephone advertisement, Saturday Evening Post, November 2, 1935.
	[image: image12.jpg]REPUBLIC STEEL




Figure 6: Republic Steel advertisement, Saturday Evening Post, October 26, 1935.
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Figure 7: United States Steel advertisement, Saturday Evening Post, November 16, 1935.


communities.
  Forgotten man narratives that valorized the male-headed home also typically endorsed the related ascriptivist ideals of class, ethnic, and racial hierarchy.  

Because of its traditional association with other civic ideals, most notably localism, the ideal of the male-headed home was an effective means of combating one of the New Deal’s stickiest political problems: repeated allegations of bureaucratic centralism, which were often expressed in gendered terms. In the rhetorical and practical shift to WPA at mid-decade, New Deal administrators were able to represent what was actually an expansive federal policy as a return to localism and related civic ideals.  In fact, as Brock notes, the shift to WPA entailed the resurrection of local responsibility for direct relief.  But it also entailed an expansion of the federal government’s commitment to relief and the creation of an even costlier and more centralized program of national recovery, the WPA.    

“Emotions do strange things to facts,” J. Prentice Murphy remarked in response to sensationalized gendered narratives of the Bonus march.  “They set them on fire so that they can become more terrible than the sword.”  Certainly, emotionally charged forgotten man narratives were a potent means by which Roosevelt officials interpreted the “facts” of the Depression and framed federal policies to combat it.  New Deal story-tellers sought to counter widespread demoralization and despair by stressing the hopeful effects of federal relief policy.  They elaborated a vision of U.S. civic community that centered on affective bonds between local civic leaders, male householders, and relief applicants on the one hand, and between white male authority figures and their feminized household dependents, on the other.  The resulting narratives of forgotten manhood conflated national recovery with the renewed courage, determination, and public spiritedness of white breadwinning men.  

Such stories were not simply instruments by which New Deal officials justified policy.  Multiple authorship meant that the story of forgotten manhood was often out of New Dealers’ control.  Moreover, stories were not simply means of emotional persuasion; they were materially significant in the shape that relief policy took.  Certainly, for all of its potential to instill hope in white breadwinning men, the trajectory of federal unemployment relief was unfortunate for women, African Americans, and other jobless Americans who could not claim the social and symbolic privileges of forgotten manhood.  For such groups, forgotten man stories really did set the horizon of political possibility in unjust and unfortunate ways.  
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