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When people think of the origins of American social policy, they usually
think of the 1935 Social Security Act, part of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s second
New Deal. That legislation created both old-age insurance, now commonly
known as social security, and Aid to Dependent Children (ADC), recently
known as welfare. Though central to today’s social policy, these programs
were somewhat marginal to New Deal social policy because they dealt with
special categories of “unemployable” citizens. The key concern of New Deal
social policymakers was instead with those deemed “employable,” and
their problems were addressed mainly by another and much less studied
program from the second New Deal: the “Works Program” operated mainly
by the Works Progress Administration (WPA). The lack of attention to the
WPA has had important consequences for understandings of American
social policy.

Social science literature focusing on American social policy frequently
attempts to explain why “social security” (old-age insurance and related
programs) and “welfare” (Aid to Families with Dependent Children and
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2 EDWIN AMENTA ET AL.

other means-tested programs) run on separate and unequal tracks. Along
these lines, it is sometimes argued that the favored social security program
was designed for men earning wages and the scorned welfare program was
designed for women with children. It is sometimes argued, too, that social
security more heavily represented white Americans, while black Americans
were largely consigned to welfare. The main question suggested by this
literature is why did this two-track policy emerge? Research attention is
often focused on the Social Security Act, where, some argue, this original
sin of U.S. social policy was committed.?

By contrast, comparative analyses of social policy typically focus on three
issues: the timing of when five major social insurance programs were en-
acted, types of welfare state regimes, and social spending amounts or “efforts.”
Of the five major social insurance programs — workmen’s compensation,
health insurance, unemployment insurance, old-age insurance, and family
allowances — only workmen’s compensation was available to Americans
before 1935. In 1935, old-age and unemployment insurance, but not health
insurance or family allowances were adopted. This piecemeal approach
toward social insurance has led comparative researchers to view the United
States as a late and incomplete entrant to the world of modern social
policy. The literature on welfare state regimes, moreover, suggests that the
United States has a “liberal,” or residual, social policy designed to aid
markets through stingy payments, means tests, and private provision. Final-
ly, the quantitative summary of American social policy is that it is relatively
low on “effort” — the amount spent on social programs as a share of
national income. Comparative scholars thus ask: Why was the United States
so late and spotty in adopting social insurance programs? Why did the
United States develop a liberal welfare state regime? Why does the United
States devote so little of its income to social policy?2

1. For a description of the current two-track nature of American social policy, see, for
instance, Margaret Weir, Ann Shola Orloff, and Theda Skocpol, “Understanding American
Social Politics,” The Politics of Social Policy in the United States, ed. Margaret Weir, Ann Shola
Orloff, and Theda Skocpol (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988), 3-27. For the
argument that the Social Security Act created a public policy stratified by gender, see Linda
Gordon, Pitied But not Entitled: Single Mothers and the History of Welfare, 1880-1935 (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), chap. 1. For the argument that the Social Security Act
created a social policy stratified by race, see Jill Quadagno, The Color of Welfare: How Racism
Undermined the War on Poverty (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), chap. 2.

2. For influential analyses of the adoption of social insurance, see, for instance, Peter Flora
and Arnold J. Heidenheimer, “The Historical Core and Changing Boundaries of the Welfare
State.” in The Development of Welfare States in Europe and America, ed. Flora and Heidenheimer
(New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 1981), 17-34; Alexander Hicks, Joya Misra, and Tang Nah
Ng, “The Programmatic Emergence of the Social Security State,” American Sociological Review 60
(1985): 329-49. For welfare state regimes, see Gosta Esping-Andersen, Three Worlds of Welfare
Capitalism (London: Polity Press, 1990). For a review of the literature on social spending efforts
and a quantitative assessment, see Evelyne Huber, Charles Ragin, and John D. Stephens, “Social
Democracy, Christian Democracy, Constitutional Structure and the Welfare State: Towards a
Resolution of Quantitative Studies,” American Journal of Sociology 99 (1993): 711-49. For influen-
tial studies of the adoption of American social policies in cross-national perspective, see Theda
Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers: The Political Origins of Social Policy in the United States
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The questions posed and the answers offered by standard social policy
literatures have been biased by over-attention to the Social Security Act and
under-attention to the WPA. Scholars miss the fact that most Roosevelt
Administration policymakers did not see themselves as designing a two-
track welfare state; rather, the WPA was a means-tested program that gave
relatively high benefits. Nor did American policymakers view economic
security strictly as a matter of social insurance coverage; means-tested pro-
grams dominated social policy. The WPA organization was at the center of
planning and thinking about social policy during the formative years of
modern social policy, and its capacities dwarfed those of the Social Security
Board. In addition, the breakthrough that was the WPA conflicts with
images of the American welfare state as a liberal regime with low spending
efforts. Through unprecedented expenditures for the WPA, the United
States leapfrogged to the lead of industrialized countries in social spending
effort. In short, both America-centered and comparative analysis ignores
the most distinctive aspect of New Deal social policy: its commitment to
work programs.

Social scientists have avoided the WPA, probably for two main reasons.
First, to those concerned with current American social policy the WPA
appears to have been a stopgap designed to address, but not outlive, the
Great Depression. (The commitment did not last; the WPA was “honorably
discharged” during the Second World War.) However, to treat the WPA in
this manner is to provide a highly selective reading of U.S. history. The
WPA and the Social Security Act combined to produce America’s first
“welfare reform”; together they replaced the Federal Emergency Relief
Administration (FERA), which was originally deployed to address the emer-
gency. A second reason to ignore the WPA is that works programs were not
adopted elsewhere. Comparative researchers ask why health insurance or
family allowances were not enacted here in part because such programs
were adopted in other countries. But this approach is ahistorical in princi-
ple for it assumes, teleologically and erroneously, that the goal of social
policymakers everywhere was to adopt social insurance. It seems histori-
cally unsound in any case to take a wholly retrospective view of the period,
focusing on ultimately “winning” programs such as old-age insurance and
ADC, while ignoring the WPA, a program central to the vision of New Deal
social policy reformers.3

In this paper, we redress the lack of attention to the WPA. We address
several questions, including why the WPA was created at the time it was and
in the form that it assumed; why its spending and character varied over
time; and why some people and not others were likely to receive wages from
the WPA. We also address why the program was embroiled in such great

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), intro.; Ann Shola Orloff, The Politics of
Pensions: A Comparative Analysis of Britain, Canada, and the United States, 1880—-1940 (Madison, WI:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1993), chap. 1.

3. For a review of literature on the historical turn in sociology, see Larry J. Griffin, “Tempo-
rality, Events, and Explanation in Historical Sociology: An Introduction,” Sociological Methods and
Research 20 (1992): 403-27.
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political controversy and why it ultimately failed, when other New Deal
initiatives did not.

First, though, we describe the WPA’s rise and fall in the context of New
Deal social policy, from the inauguration of the FERA in 1933 through the
programs that later replaced it, as three periods of “welfare reform” (see
Table 1). The first of these periods comprises deliberation over, and enact-
ment of, a works program and an economic security program. These pro-
grams constituted an incipient “work and relief” state favoring the unem-
ployed, providing means-tested work for some and stipends for others who
were encouraged to exit the job market. The second phase of welfare
reform, beginning in 1938, reinforced previous initiatives with new legisla-
tion, new administrative rulings, and new political economic reasoning.
The third, beginning in the middle of 1940, produced far-reaching plans to
expand and rationalize New Deal social policy. But these plans were re-
jected, and the episode resulted in the demise of the WPA and the cutting
back of other social spending programs.

A BRIEF PRE-HISTORY OF THE WPA

Breaking with President Herbert Hoover’s grudging emergency relief poli-
cies, President Roosevelt created the Federal Emergency Relief Administra-
tion (FERA) in May 1933. Starting with an initial appropriation of only
$500 million, the FERA distributed unprecedented sums — approximately
$3.3 billion — over three years. The relief funds went to states on a match-
ing basis — three parts state money to one part national — mainly through
the discretion of the Federal Emergency Relief Administrator, Harry L.
Hopkins, a former social worker from lowa. FERA regulations required
each state to set up an emergency relief administration to handle and
distribute its own and federal funds; the FERA would, at least temporarily,
wrest relief from locally controlled poor or “pauper” laws. Providing cash
and in-kind aid to the unemployed and others harmed by the Depression,
the FERA dominated New Deal social policy until the end of 1935.4

4. For the legislation funding the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, see U.S. Fed-
eral Works Agency, Final Statistical Report of the U.S. Federal Emergency Relief Administration (Wash-
ington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1942), 99-104. For the chronology of events, see
Doris Carothers, Chronology of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration: May 12, 1933 to December
31, 1935 Works Progress Administration Research Monograph VI (Washington, DC: U.S. Gov-
ernment Printing Office, 1937). For other discussions, see Josephine Chapin Brown, Public
Relief, 1929-1939 (New York: Holt and Co., 1940), chaps. 8-12; Edward Ainsworth Williams,
Federal Aid for Relief (New York: Columbia University Press, 1939); Robert Sherwood, Roosevelt
and Hopkins: An Intimate History (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1948), chap. 2; Searle F.
Charles, Minister of Relief: Harry Hopkins and the Depression (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University
Press, 1963), chap. 2; George Mclimsey, Harry Hopkins: Ally of the Poor and Defender of Democracy
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987), chap. 4; and William R. Brock, Welfare,
Democracy and the New Deal (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988); Many states, includ-
ing most of the former Confederacy, provided little funding of their own for FERA aid. See
discussion in Brown, Public Relief, 205. Statistical details are provided in Federal Works Agency,
Final Statistical Report of the FERA. In April 1933, the president, through Executive Order #6101,
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Roosevelt’s first major public employment program, the Civil Works Ad-
ministration (CWA), was an offshoot of the FERA. The CWA provided work
and wages over the winter of 1933-1934 to both the unemployed on emer-
gency relief and those who would not apply. According to Hopkins’s hastily
developed plans, the program was intended to employ four million, half to
be drawn from the emergency relief rolls. Using the administrative struc-
ture of the FERA, the disbursement powers of the Veterans Administration,
the offices of the revamped United States Employment Service (USES), its
own engineering staff, and help from any other government agency that
would cooperate, the CWA hired four million mainly at “prevailing” rates
commonly paid for a given type of work. When the CWA was ended in the
spring of 1934, the FERA again took the main burden of relief, aiding some
five million recipients and their families. The FERA also began work-relief
operations in earnest.>

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

The catalyst for the making of social policy in the second New Deal was
congressional debate in 1934 over bills for unemployment compensation
and old-age pensions. Lacking focus in his own plans but unwilling to
accept piecemeal congressional initiatives in social policy reform, Roosevelt
created the Committee on Economic Security (CES) in June and charged it
with formulating a comprehensive economic security policy. A cabinet-level
group headed by Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins, the CES also in-
cluded Secretary of Treasury Henry Morgenthau, Secretary of Agriculture
Henry Wallace, Attorney General Homer Cummings, and Federal Emer-
gency Relief Administrator Hopkins. The committee’s deliberations were
framed by the Technical Board and the staff of the CES, led by executive
secretary Edwin Witte, a University of Wisconsin public policy expert. The
CES operated under severe time constraints — Witte was appointed only
four months before the committee’s report was due — and fiscal ones as
well, having received only $87,500 in FERA funds.6

created the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), and Congress funded it through the program
of Emergency Conservation Work Act. The CCC quickly employed about 270,000 single men
aged 18 to 25 years in conservation work in forest preserves (John A. Salmond, The Civilian
Conservation Corps, 1933-1942: A New Deal Case Study [Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
1967], chaps. 1-2).

5. Bonnie Schwartz, The Civil Works Administration, 1933-34 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1984). The CWA was created through Executive Order 6420-B. On the wage
rates of the CWA, see “Statement of Corrington Gill, Assistant Federal Emergency Relief Admin-
istrator,” U.S. Congress, Senate Committee on Appropriations, Supplemental Hearings, Emergency
Relief Appropriation (U.S. Government Printing Office, 1935), February 11, 1935, 1-26.

6. The accounts of contemporary participants most often relied upon are Edwin Witte, The
Development of the Social Security Act: A Memorandum on the History of the Committee on Economic
Security and Drafting and Legislative History of the Social Security Act (Madison, WI: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1962); Frances Perkins, The Roosevelt I Knew (New York: Harper and Row,
1946), chap. 23; Arthur Altmeyer, The Formative Years of Social Security (Madison, WI: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1966), chaps. 1-2; and J. Douglas Brown, An American Philosophy of Social
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The economic security bill that emerged did not propose a program of
national employment, even though the “works program,” as it was called,
was Roosevelt’s top social spending priority. It had been initially connected
with the CES, but soon after the committee convened, the group working
on “public employment and relief” went off on its own. A national employ-
ment program was regarded as a central part of economic security; “em-
ployment assurance” was the first topic in the CES’s report. The committee
argued that public employment, in contrast to the explicitly temporary
nature of the FERA, “should be recognized as a permanent policy of the
Government and not merely as an emergency measure.””

Introducing the works program and the other economic security mea-
sures on January 4, 1935, Roosevelt simultaneously signaled the end of
FERA. In this speech and in others to follow, he criticized the “dole,” by
which he referred both to the FERA’s provision of cash payments to the
able-bodied unemployed and to more restricted sorts of aid, such as the
grocery orders that localities often provided in lieu of cash on work pro-
jects, or both.8 To replace the dole, Roosevelt proposed his works program,

Security: Evolution and Issues (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1972), chap. 1. For the
early years of administering the act, see Charles McKinley and Robert W. Frase, Launching Social
Security (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1970). A number of scholarly efforts
examining social science arguments have been devoted to this issue as well. Some of the more
notable include Edward Berkowitz and Kim McQuaid, Creating the Welfare State (New York:
Praeger, 1980), chap. 6; Theda Skocpol and G. John Ikenberry, “The Political Formation of the
American Welfare State in Historical and Comparative Perspective.” Comparative Social Research 6
(1983): 87-148; lJill S. Quadagno, “Welfare Capitalism and the Social Security Act of 1935,”
American Sociological Review 49 (1984): 632-47; Ann Shola Orloff, “The Political Origins of
America’s Belated Welfare State,” in Politics of Social Policy, 37-80; and Edward D. Berkowitz,
America’s Welfare State: From Roosevelt to Reagan (Baltimore, MD: John’s Hopkins University Press,
1981), chap. 1. FERA funding made the CES deliberations a kind of professional work program.
See Witte, The Development of the Social Security Act, 9-10.

7. U.S. Committee on Economic Security, Report to the President (Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office, 1935), 9. The principal accounts by Witte, Perkins, and Altmeyer
do not discuss the work program very much, partly because the program was removed from the
deliberations of the CES and was never under the control of the Social Security Board. Also, all
three were proponents of social insurance and do not discuss much the relief nature of New
Deal social policy. Hopkins, in his Spending to Save: The Complete Story of Relief (New York: Norton,
1936), provides not his account of what happened, but an argument hoping to sway public
opinion in favor of a generous work program during the 1936 election year. He indicates his
preference for a permanent work program. See also Mclimsey, Harry Hopkins, chap. 6, esp. 95—
97. As late as December 24, 1934, Roosevelt wanted to combine the legislation for the work
program and other economic security programs in one bill. Arthur W. Macmahon, John D.
Millett, and Gladys Ogden. The Administration of Federal Work Relief (Chicago: Public Administra-
tion Service, 1941), 26-27. Witte, The Development of the Social Security Act, 77. Altmeyer suggests
that Roosevelt initially saw unemployment insurance and work relief as combined, with those
running out of insurance benefits to immediately gain work relief (Formative Years of Social
Security, 12-13). The most reliable general account of the entire decade of reform, focusing on
relief aspects, by someone within the government, but not at the center of events is Brown,
Public Relief.

8. The “dole” was a common term for the “uncovenanted” or transitional unemployment
insurance benefits that aided the unemployed in Great Britain during the 1920s. In that
country, unemployment insurance had been stretched beyond its original functions to aid
those people who had already received the maximum amount of payments, but who were
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sometimes called “work relief” (similar to the way that people today refer to
“workfare” to set it apart from “welfare,” though with a less pejorative
connotation). The joint resolution authorizing the appropriation for the
works program was drafted in late December 1934 and placed before Con-
gress on January 21, 1935. With an initial appropriation of approximately
$4.9 billion, an enormous sum for that time, Congress issued the president
a blank check to fund all manner of work projects and public works. Based
on the powers ceded the president by the Emergency Relief Act of 1933
and the public works titles of the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933,
the resolution was enacted eleven weeks later and approved by Roosevelt
on April 11. By an executive order in May, 90 percent of the jobs from
the works program were to go to “employables” already on relief. Moreover,
the works program was to create a large number of jobs — 3.5 million in the
president’s estimate.®

Additional specifics of the works program were disputed during the next
few months. Authority to choose the work projects and recipients was
divided initially between Harold Ickes, the head of the Public Works Ad-
ministration, and Hopkins. Ickes headed the Advisory Committee on Allot-
ments (ACA), charged with recommending projects for the president’s
approval and thus with substantial control over the amount and types of
work. Hopkins was placed in charge of the newly created Works Progress
Administration, which was to oversee the certification process for work and
to ensure that work projects employed relief labor, but with little control
over projects. Ickes’s vision of the new works program comprised capital-
intensive public works that would be “self-liquidating” — eventually earning
back the revenue needed to undertake them. Hopkins’s vision was a pro-
gram that put as many people to work as quickly and with as little overhead
as possible. In the battle for control, Hopkins had the advantage: he had a
track record of spending money, having already funneled through the
FERA and the CWA most of the funds allocated to Ickes’s PWA. Besides, the
FERA was already overseeing numerous work projects of a labor-intensive

“genuinely seeking work.” By 1931 these transitional benefits were cut back and a means test was
applied to applicants for them. See, for instance, Derek Fraser, The Evolution of the British Welfare
State: A History of Social Policy since the Industrial Revolution, 2d ed. (London: Macmillan, 1984),
chap. 8; and Corrington Gill, Wasted Manpower: The Challenge of Unemployment (New York: W. W.
Norton, 1939), 233-37.

9. Work relief was also meant to be different from the degrading “work tests” administered
by localities to see if applicants really wanted to work. Roosevelt overstated the number of those
receiving payments from the “dole” as most of the 3.5 million “employable” people receiving aid
supported by the FERA were already receiving emergency work relief (see Roosevelt, “Annual
Message to the Congress, January 4, 1935”). For the question of the authority of the President
in determining work relief projects, see “Statement of Rear Admiral C. J. Peoples,” U.S. Con-
gress, Senate, Committee on Appropriations, Hearings on H. J. Res. 117: A Joint Resolution Making
Appropriations For Relief Purposes, January 29, 1935, (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office, 1935), 27-57; U.S. Federal Works Agency, Final Report on the WPA Program (Washington,
DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1946), 7-15; Donald S. Howard, The WPA and Federal
Relief Policy (New York: Sage, 1943), chap. 1; Macmahon et al., Federal Work Relief, chap. 1.
Sherwood, Roosevelt and Hopkins, 65-71; Mclimsey, Harry Hopkins, chaps. 5-6; and Anthony
Badger, The New Deal: The Depression Years (New York: Hill and Wang, 1989), 200-215.
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sort. Only quick action would transfer people from relief to work as the
president wanted. The WPA was free of Ickes’s ACA in September, when it
was abolished, and the WPA was granted the authority to approve any
projects costing $25,000 or less. Most of the remaining appropriation went
to the WPA, which became synonymous with the works program.10

Although the Works Progress Administration drew on the CWA and the
emergency work relief programs under the FERA, it also differed from them.
Like the CWA, the WPA was an operation of the national government and
ultimately of the president, who was granted the authority to fund works
projects. By law, WPA projects could not compete with private business, and
no more than one family member could receive employment through the
WPA. Although some projects were federally controlled, such as the arts,
writing, and theater projects, most were proposed by state and local authori-
ties. From the outset, getting “on the WPA,” as people often called receiving
WPA employment, typically implied receiving or applying for local relief. As
was the case with work relief under the FERA, those receiving WPA work first
had to have their resources investigated and measured against minimum
budgets. This strategy differed from that of the CWA, which drew half its
workers from the relief rolls and half from those seeking work through the
USES. By 1936 the WPA was paying a combination of “security” and “prevail-
ing” wages. WPA work was to be repaid with a monthly security sum, and the
number of hours worked to receive it were determined by the wages prevail-
ing for the type of work. WPA workers, moreover, were guaranteed a cash
wage, unlike the in-kind payments that some local authorities provided for
work relief funded by the FERA. These wages varied according to place and
skill rather than varying according to a family’s “budgetary deficiency,” but
as was the case for work relief under the FERA, they were generally not as
high as those available through the CWA.

Despite delays, the program employed three million workers by February
1936.11 All signs indicated the Roosevelt Administration was strongly com-

10. The WPA was created by way of Executive Order 7034 on May 6, 1935. The Advisory
Committee on Allotments included various people inside and outside the government and was
to recommend projects to the president. Frank Walker was in charge of the Division of Applica-
tions and Information (DAI), which was to receive suggested plans for work projects and pass
them on to the ACA. The ACA and DAI were eliminated in September 1935. See “ The Creation
of the Machinery for the Works Progress Administration. Executive Order No. 7034. May 6,
1935,” in The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt, ed. Samuel I. Rosenman, 13 vols.
(New York: Random House, 1938), 4:163-68. Federal Works Agency, Final Report, 7-10; Mac-
mahon et al., Federal Work Relief, chaps. 2—-3; and Mclimsey, Harry Hopkins, chaps. 5-6. See also,
Harold Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes: The First One Thousand Days (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1953), 429-46.

11. The wages were to vary according to two main dimensions, across place and type of
employee. There were small variations across four regions of the country and across county size
to take into account cost of living and greater variations across the five skill categories of wage
employees and between wage employees and supervisory employees. Federal Works Agency,
Final Report, 23-26, 37-41. On wages of WPA workers, see also, Howard, The WPA, chap. 6. For a
case study of someone bidding to receive WPA work, but not already on relief, see Grace Adams,
Workers on Relief (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1939), chap. 2. For the influence of
organized labor on the upgrading of WPA wages, see Mclimsey, Harry Hopkins, 81-83.
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mitted to its works program. Later that year Hopkins published a well-
received book, Spending to Save, which called on the national government to
make a permanent commitment to public employment. Public opinion
favored the program; people typically thought that the WPA was doing
valuable work in their communities. The 1936 Demaocratic platform, writ-
ten by Roosevelt, took the Republicans to task for their neglect of “aid to
the destitute” and supported public employment.12

Despite public popularity and strong support within the Roosevelt ad-
ministration, the WPA started out on a weak institutional footing. The joint
resolution gave vast discretion to the president — something that Congress
would not likely approve on a permanent basis. The WPA itself was created
by way of executive order rather than legislation, and was sustained by
appropriation acts that included the word “emergency” in their titles.
There was no entitlement to jobs for individuals who met standard criteria,
no guarantee of the number of jobs to be created per year, no formula to
allocate across the country the jobs that were funded. Even with the large
initial appropriation, the level of funding was not nearly enough to provide
a job with wages to all the unemployed applying for relief. The WPA relied
on the Roosevelt administration’s desire and ability to gain funds for its
continuance. A more stable administrative setup, more standardized alloca-
tion of money and jobs, and more routinized funding would be necessary
for the program to outlive the Depression.

If these problems were not enough, in the WPA’s first two years, the
program was held hostage to the president’s desire to give the appearance
of closing the budget deficit. Roosevelt had run deficits, but he continued
to balance what he called the “non-emergency” budget annually and made
progress in balancing the overall budget. To that end, although his deci-
sion was in part due to increases in private employment, he cut expendi-
tures for the WPA in 1936, and both expenditures and employment on the
WPA continued to drop through the middle of 1937.13 New Deal social
policy planners, however, did not want to end work relief through the WPA,
and soon Roosevelt was induced to see things their way.

12. Hopkins, Spending to Save. In October 1936, a poll by Fortune magazine asked, “Do you
believe that the WPA has been doing useful work in this locality?” and found that the “yes”
answers outnumbered the “no” answers by a margin of four to one (Hadley Cantril, ed. Public
Opinion, 1935-1946 [Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1951], 696). The 1936 Demo-
cratic Party platform was explicit about public employment: “Where business fails to supply
such employment, we believe that work at prevailing wages should be provided.” The Republi-
can platform criticized New Deal relief policies (Kirk H. Porter and Donald Bruce Johnson,
National Party Platforms, 1840-1968 [Urbana, IL: University of lllinois Press, 1970], 360—63, 366,
guote on 362). The Republicans and their allies in the print media tried to make a big issue of
corruption and politics in the WPA and rejected work-relief in their platform. Sherwood,
Roosevelt and Hopkins, 81-86.

13. Cutting expenditures was recommended by Henry Morgenthau, the Secretary of the
Treasury. John Morton Blum, Roosevelt and Morgenthau (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1972): Dean
L. May, From New Deal to New Economics: The American Liberal Response to the Recession of 1937 (New
York: Garland Publishing, 1981). See also, Mclimsey, Harry Hopkins, chap. 6.
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Welfare Reform, Round Il: The Spending Solution
and a Program’s Progress

In a second wave of welfare reform, the Roosevelt administration under-
scored its commitment to the WPA and auxiliary programs for the unem-
ployable. In the midst of an economic downturn on his watch — the so-
called Roosevelt Depression beginning in late 1937 — Roosevelt reversed
course. He decided to drop the distinction between emergency and non-
emergency expenditures, to forget about making progress on budget bal-
ances, and to follow the advice of administration “spenders.” These advi-
sors advocated increased government expenditures without corresponding
taxation increases — a proto-Keynesian policy only slightly animated by the
theories of Keynes. Prominent among the spenders was Hopkins, whose
WPA had previously suffered from Roosevelt’s offerings to fiscal orthodoxy.
In any case, something new was needed, as unemployment increased by
four million during what the administration euphemistically called a “re-
cession.”14

The WPA was a conspicuous winner in the new political economics:
appropriations for the WPA increased sharply in 1938. In other ways, too,
the program seemed to be assuming the role originally envisioned for it by
the Committee on Economic Security. A Special Senate Committee to
Investigate Unemployment and Relief endorsed the program, justifying its
continuation despite the payments now being made to the unemployed
through the new unemployment compensation programs. Another sign of
the ascension of the WPA was the political rise of Hopkins, who, in the
mind of the public, embodied the program and was being groomed by
Roosevelt to become the Democratic nominee for President in 1940. Hop-
kins and the WPA were also seen as central to the administration’s attempts
in 1938 to move the Democratic party to the left by aiding New Deal
supporters and attempting to “purge” conservatives in it. Even after the
seating of the new Congress in 1939, with its additional Republican mem-
bers, the administration received almost all of the supplemental appropria-
tions it requested for the WPA for fiscal year 1940. In 1939, Congress also
approved amendments to the Social Security Act to extend and expand
programs for “unemployables,” including Old-Age Insurance, Old-Age As-
sistance, and Aid to Dependent Children.15

14. For a discussion of these spenders, see Ellis Hawley, The New Deal and the Problem of
Monopoly (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1966); Herbert Stein, The Fiscal Revolution
in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), chap. 6; May, From New Deal to New Economics;
Margaret Weir, Politics and Jobs: The Boundaries of Employment Policy in the United States (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), 34-41; and Alan Brinkley, The End of Reform: New Deal
Liberalism in Depression and War (New York: Knopf, 1995), chaps. 4-5. For an analysis of unem-
ployment in this “recession,” see Lester V. Chandler, America’s Greatest Depression, 1929-1941
(New York: Harper & Row, 1970), chap. 3.

15. U.S. Congress, Senate Special Committee to Investigate Unemployment and Relief,
Unemployment and Relief: Report (76th Congress, 1st Session, January 14, 1939), 3-6; May, From
New Deal to New Economics; Macmahon et al., Federal Work Relief, 140-42; Porter, Congress and the
Waning of the New Deal, chap. 4; Sherwood, Hopkins and Roosevelt, 91-99.
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The WPA and New Deal social policy generally was fortified further by
way of administrative reorganization, which was central to Roosevelt’s
“third” New Deal, beginning in 1937. One idea behind the third New Deal
was to safeguard the social welfare initiatives of the first two New Deals.
Although dramatic and controversial legislation to reorganize the govern-
ment failed in 1938, the Roosevelt administration was able to pass reorgani-
zation legislation in 1939. Though less far-reaching than what had been
initially proposed, the Executive Reorganization Act of 1939 enabled the
president to gain the authority he needed from Congress to consolidate his
social spending programs and he promptly submitted two reorganization
plans.16

Under the first plan the WPA, now renamed the Work Projects Adminis-
tration, was incorporated as a permanent bureau and placed with the Public
Works Administration in the newly created Federal Works Agency. National
administrative practices were catching up with national spending initiatives.
Another change signaled the WPA'’s routinization. A lightning rod of criti-
cism in the agency’s formative years, Hopkins had been elevated to Secre-
tary of Commerce, mainly to cleanse him politically for an expected presi-
dential run in 1940. To replace him Roosevelt chose the anodyne Army
engineer Col. Francis Harrington over ardent New Dealer Aubrey Williams.
In his budget message of 1939, the president employed a distinction be-
tween “extraordinary” and “ordinary” expenditures, this time claiming that
the extraordinary category was to be a permanent part of the budget. The
new fiscal thinking and the administrative reorganization was part of a long-
term commitment to the programs of the work-relief policy.1?

The WPA itself underwent significant centralizing changes and rational-
ization. In the early years of the program, state and local relief agencies had
complete responsibility for certifying eligible workers. This was far from
optimal, introducing much inequality and some corruption into the pro-
gram. In response, the WPA, through Administrative Order No. 65 in 1938,
assumed responsibility for maintaining referral standards. In the Emergen-
cy Relief Act of 1939, the WPA gained greater authority: the process of
certifications of need for WPA work were confined by law to the purview of
the WPA and public relief agencies authorized by it. In turn, the public
relief agencies could now only refer workers to the WPA, the latter having
the final responsibility for certification. The agencies cooperating with the
WPA also rationalized their procedures so that by 1940 the WPA dealt

16. All reorganization plans submitted by the president, under the new law, would go into
effect unless explicitly rejected by both houses of Congress. The following account is drawn
from Barry Dean Karl, Executive Reorganization and Reform in the New Deal: The Genesis of Adminis-
trative Management, 1900-1939 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1963); Richard Po-
lenberg, Reorganizing Roosevelt’s Government, 1936-1939 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1966), chap. 9; Porter, Congress and the Waning of the New Deal, chap. 5; and Sidney M.
Milkis, The President and the Parties: The Transformation of the American Party System since the New
Deal (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), chaps. 5-6.

17. “The Annual Budget Message” (January 5, 1939), Public Papers of Franklin Roosevelt
8:36-53; Milkis, The President and the Parties, chap. 6; Stein, The Fiscal Revolution in America, 124;
Macmahon et al., Federal Work Relief, chap. 6.
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Table 2. Social Spending Efforts, Selected Countries, 1938

Year Percent of GDP Percent of
Government Spending

United States 6.31 29.4
Germany 5.59 18.7
United Kingdom 5.01 17.5
France 3.47 11.9
Sweden 3.15 17.8
Netherlands 1.98 10.2
Italy 1.80 7.3

Note: For the European countries the data are from Flora et al. Social spending, which they call
“social security,” is defined as public money expended on social insurance and social assistance
programs. The figures for Germany are for 1935. The figures for France, Sweden, and the
Netherlands are based on central government expenditures for social security and public
health policies. European spending is taken as a percentage of gross domestic product. For the
United States the data are from Historical Statistics. Social spending is taken from columns 33,
34,39, 41, 42, 47 of the “H” series and include spending on “social insurance,” “public aid,” and
“other social welfare.” The figures for the United States are for fiscal year 1939, which began on
July 1, 1938, and are divided by the average gross national product for 1938 and 1939.

Sources: Peter Flora, Jens Alber, Richard Eichenberg, Jurgen Kohl, Franz Kraus, Winfried Pfen-
ning, and Kurt Seebohm, State, Economy, and Society in Western Europe 1815-1975: The Growth of
Mass Democracies and Welfare States (Chicago: St. James, 1983), 376, 381, 387, 391, 402, 405, 408,
412, 428, 431, 442, 446; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United States From
Colonial Times to 1970 (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1975), series F 1-5, H
32-47, Y 533-566, pp. 224, 341, 1120.

directly with a state-level agency in 36 states; localities were the main refer-
ring agents in only nine. Congress on its own also removed some arbitrary
aspects of the program when it established a formula setting the contribu-
tion of project sponsors at 25 percent of the cost of the project and set the
hours of WPA work at 130 per month per worker, making it easier to
complete projects in a timely fashion. Among other things, these standards
addressed criticisms that WPA officials favored some localities over others,
that WPA workers were slackers, or that WPA projects produced few useful
results.18

As a result of the new programs of the second New Deal and the adminis-
trative, legislative, fiscal, and ideological reinforcements of the third New
Deal, American public spending programs stood taller in “effort” than
those of other industrial democracies by the end of the 1930s. As Table 2
shows, these programs accounted for more than 6 percent of the U.S. gross
national product and almost 30 percent of government spending. The

18. The WPA was handling the certification process by itself in eleven states and the
District of Columbia. U.S. NRPB Committee on Long-Range Work and Relief Policies, Security,
Work and Relief Policies (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1942), 407; U.S. National
Federal Works Agency, Final Report, 8, 19; Howard, The WPA, 361-68.



BRING BACK THE WPA 17

Through June 1943

MILLIONS MILLIONS
OF PERSONS OF PERSCNS
4 ; 4

/\\

ORQUGHT

/ EMPLOYMENT

\/ vV

)

] RS NN R R AN SRR NSRS RN RN AR SN AR SRR RRNRNASREEURE R NS EREE SUNRRN ARNNENE RRRNEAR]

1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 1940 1941 1942 1943

* includes persons employed on WPA projects operated by other Feaderal agsncies.

Fig. 1. Employment on WPA Projects, 1935-1943

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

American efforts were greater than those of Sweden, today’s world leader
in social spending, and the United States had overtaken the United King-
dom, which began the Depression with the world’s most advanced social
spending system.

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

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

Year “Man-years” of employment Expenditures

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

Notes: A “man-year” of employment is defined as the employment of a worker during a full year.
The expenditures include WPA and sponsors’ funds.

Source: U.S. Federal Works Agency. Final Report on the WPA Program, 1935-1943 (Washington:
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1946), p. 102.

Problems remained, however, for the WPA’s proponents. A key one was
that the WPA did not provide jobs for all who wanted them. There were
some ten million unemployed in 1939, and the WPA was employing only
about a quarter of them. Moreover, if one examines the “man-years” of jobs
provided by the WPA, even at its peak in fiscal year 1939, the program never
provided a year’s worth of work for more than three million2° (see Table
3). And the program was not particularly fair, favoring male family heads
over female ones, and, in many places, white over black Americans. Nor did
the program end “relief.” In 1939, general relief was far from negligible,
accounting for about 13 percent of social spending and about .5 percent of
GNP. Approximately 1.7 million people were receiving general assistance.
Its administration varied widely, with some states providing it through new,
state-level Departments of Public Welfare, while others delegated local au-
thorities great control in the manner of the old poor laws. Although the
federal government had severed its connection to the dole, as Roosevelt
demanded, relief for “employables” at the state and local levels remained
substantial .21

Another potential problem was that WPA jobs and funds were not evenly
distributed across the country, nor did they follow a set of standards that

Historical Statistics, series F1, p. 224. The GNP was $90.5 billion in 1939. These definitions and
figures are used in the following paragraphs. See also Howard, The WPA, 854-57; Chandler,
America’s Greatest Depression, chap. 3.

20. NRPB Committee, Security, Work and Relief Policies, 558. Howard, The WPA, 854-57; U.S.
Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United States From Colonial Times to 1970 (Washing-
ton: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1975), 357.

21. NRPB Committee, Security, Work and Relief Policies, 560-61; U.S. Bureau of the Census
1975, Historical Statistics, 224; Brown, Public Relief, chap. 14.
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would justify the differentials. Initially the WPA had what it called a quota
of jobs for each state; later it developed quotas for funds to be distributed.
The difficulty here was that the WPA was reluctant to divulge individual
guotas or even the basis on which they were formulated. In 1938, Hopkins
testified before a Senate committee that funds were granted according to
the number of unemployed, the number in need, and funds needed for
materials. Colonel Francis Harrington, Hopkins’s successor, told Congress
that funds were distributed according to the following formula: 40 percent,
population; 40 percent, unemployment rate; 20 percent, WPA discretion.
Neither statement, however, was supported by evidence. Congress, how-
ever, could not agree on an alternative formula to standardize the alloca-
tion of jobs.22 WPA wages, too, varied in ways that were difficult to justify.
WPA officials divided the country into three wage zones, based on differ-
ences in incomes among regions. Actual wage variations, however, went
beyond these federally designed differentials. Most southern states, for
instance, paid wages lower than one would expect for their incomes, be-
cause their ability to control the design of projects ensured that they rarely
included high-wage work.23

The New Deal reformers were well aware of discrepancies and other
problems with the WPA. In response, they sought to modify the program to
provide more jobs to all those who needed them and to increase wages in
low-wage areas. Many thought that World War 11 would present the oppor-
tunity to strengthen the WPA and other New Deal social programs; how-
ever, such plans were rejected in a third wave of welfare “reform.”

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

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

The most important of the NRPB-sponsored reports, Security, Work and

22. Monthly or semi-monthly quotas were given by the WPA to state WPA offices. In March
1936, for instance, WPA quotas specified the maximum number of workers to be employed for
each half-month through June (U.S. Works Progress Administration, WPA Progress Report, April
15, 1936 [Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1936]). The evidence suggests
that a state’s share of overall “man-years” of WPA employment closely reflected that states
population as a share of overall population (Federal Works Agency, Final Report, 36—37). See
also, Howard, The WPA, 595-604.

23. The variation in wages across regions was not as great as the variation across wage
classes. For the breakdowns, see Federal Works Agency, Final Report, 25. For an analysis of
differences in average wages across states, see Edwin Amenta and Jane D. Poulsen, “Social
Politics in Context: The Institutional Politics Theory and State-Level U.S. Social Spending
Policies at the End of the New Deal,” Social Forces 75 (1996): 33-60.
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Relief Policies, was written by the Committee on Long Range Work and Relief
Policies, which had been asked to survey work and relief programs and
redesign them. Begun in June 1940, Security, Work, and Relief Policies was
submitted just before the bombing of Pearl Harbor in December 1941.
Unlike the 1935 Report of the Committee on Economic Security, the NRPB com-
mittee’s report could reflect on the nation’s recent experience with an
array of social spending programs.24

In the 1941 report, relief, social insurance, and public employment pro-
grams were all considered to be components of what the committee called
“public aid.” In using this term the committee made no distinctions be-
tween the social insurance and means-tested programs of the New Deal and
certainly did not intend to marginalize the latter. Indeed, the committee
recommended upgrading public assistance. Echoing the sentiments of the
Committee on Economic Security, the NRPB committee called for the
assurance of an “American standard” of economic security as a right of
every citizen. By this the committee meant that all should receive at least
the minimum wage as legislated in the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act.25

The main way to ensure economic security was to provide work for those
who needed it, and so the committee concerned itself foremost with mea-
sures to guarantee full employment. Following the conventional economic
thinking of the day, the committee expected that unemployment would
reemerge after the war and that business activity alone would not provide
full employment. Only vigorous and sustained government spending would.
Like the Committee on Economic Security before it, however, the NRPB
committee did not think undirected government spending would be suffi-
cient. Rather, it saw direct public employment, as well as public works, as the
best way to counter unemployment. Everyone who needed a job and could
not find one should be provided one by the government, as a matter of right.

The committee’s vision of public employment for America was a
strengthened and rationalized version of the WPA. The committee pro-
posed the permanent planning of projects, mainly the labor-intensive WPA-
type project, but also the large-scale, capital-intensive sorts of projects car-
ried out by the Public Works Administration. Unlike the WPA, work on
these projects would be without a means test and similar to private employ-
ment in wages, hours, and work conditions. The committee proposed to
pay the prevailing wage where wages were high, as in the industrial North,
and the so-called security or minimum wage where wages were substan-
dard. To ensure the guarantee to work, the committee called for the remov-
al of state and local public relief officials from the process of assigning jobs

24. For a discussion of the NRPB and its committee, see Marion Clawson, New Deal Plan-
ning: The National Resources Planning Board (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1981); and Philip W. Warken, A History of the National Resources Planning Board (New York:
Garland Publishing, 1979). For the significance of the planning board for postwar American
liberalism, see Alan Brinkley, The End of Reform, 245-53. See also, Edwin Amenta and Theda
Skocpol, “Redefining the New Deal: World War Il and the Development of Social Provision in
the United States,” in Politics of Social Policy, 81-122.

25. U.S. NRPB Committee, Security, Work, and Relief Policies, 514-15.
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because of the arbitrariness with which these agencies were thought to act,
and instead called for a nationalized United States Employment Service
(USES) so that the unemployed would not have to apply for relief to get
work, as they did under the WPA.26 Privately, President Roosevelt referred
to the NRPB’s “grandiose schemes” and he marginalized the Board during
deliberations on the postwar welfare state during the spring and fall of
1941. But his objections were to such NRPB proposals as government un-
derwriting of business investment and public-private joint ventures, not to
public works. In fact, his main charge to the NRPB during the early war
years was to compile a reserve of potential projects which could be under-
taken to counter postwar unemployment. He even admonished the Board
in 1942 for spending too little of its funds on the development of public
works.27

Despite strong support from the Roosevelt administration, social spend-
ing programs and initiatives suffered a terrible defeat after the elections of
1942. In fact, the period running from the end of 1942 until the beginning
of 1945 was the worst of any of the Roosevelt years for social spending
policies. Against the hopes of reformers, Congress rolled back the New
Deal. The earliest and most devastating losses affected longstanding public
employment programs. Even if unemployment were to drop to the level of
the 1920s, New Dealers expected that there would still be a need for three
or four million people on national employment programs. But as the war
effort absorbed many unemployed and drove people who had not sought
wage work during the 1930s into the labor market, the public employment
system was dismantled. The attack on the system gained real momentum in
the wake of the 1942 congressional elections’ disastrous results for the
Democrats. Roosevelt gave the WPA an “honorable discharge” at the end of
the year, and it completed its operations in 1943.28 There would not be a
fourth New Deal. Before explaining this historical trajectory of welfare
reform, it is worth reflecting on the characteristics of New Deal social policy
as it stood at the end of the 1930s and speculating about what it might have
become if it had been completed.

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

Current debates in social science have focused on differences in the type
and nature of social spending systems. According to Ggsta Esping-
Andersen, rich capitalist democracies have produced three distinctive “wel-
fare state regimes”: social democratic, conservative corporatist, and liberal.
The social democratic regime, most closely approximated by modern Scan-
dinavia, is based on the principles of universalism and “decommaodifica-
tion” — the latter meaning that private markets play a minimal role in
workers’ lives. Social rights extend to the middle class. The conservative
corporatist type, seen in Austria and France, is universal, but solidifies

26. lbid., 523-24.

27. Michael K. Brown, “State Capacity and Political Choice: Interpreting the Failure of the
Third New Deal,” Studies in American Political Development 9 (1995): 187-212.

28. See, Federal Works Agency, Final Report, v.
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status distinctions between groups. It also upholds the traditional family,
with one male breadwinner bringing home a family wage. The liberal wel-
fare state is devoted to making markets run smoothly and has a large
private component. The United States and most other English-speaking
countries are typically deemed to approximate liberal welfare states.2®

Ann Shola Orloff has criticized Esping-Andersen’s decommodification
standard as being inapplicable to circumstances of gender inequality, for it
ignores the autonomy-granting potential for women of paid work as well as
the social organization of non-market domestic and caretaking work. She
proposes instead the more general criteria of “access” and “autonomy.” She
notes that for many women, access to paid work can provide autonomy
from unequal domestic relations between men and women. Under Orloff’s
criteria, both decommodification and access to paid work can provide au-
tonomy for workers.30 Other scholars of American policy focus on the type
of domestic state America devised in the 1930s. Ira Katznelson and Bruce
Pietrykowski have argued that in the late 1930s American policy embraced
two distinct model