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Getting New Deal History Wrong

Nancy MacLean

Northwestern University

Jefferson Cowie and Nick Salvatore have written an ambitious and provocative
essay. Ranging across more than a hundred years of history in less than half as
many manuscript pages, it seeks to unlock deep secrets of the American past.
The New Deal, Cowie and Salvatore argue, constitutes a lone “long exception”
in a history otherwise determined by “a deep and abiding individualism” so
definitive of U.S. political culture that it dooms any radical rupture in
advance. Presenting themselves as realists, Cowie and Salvatore claim that
their interpretation of the long sweep of national history “can provide a more
stable intellectual foundation on which to build discussions of present and
future politics.” I disagree, and the reasons why matter.

Much as I admire the previous books of these scholars, this essay falls short of
the high standards set by that work. It presents an unpersuasive account of the
history it promises to explain, in an analysis characterized by obliviousness to
the experiences, practices, and ideas of social groups other than northern white
men. Ironically, it also shares considerable ground with the Right’s interpretation
of the New Deal. Conservatives, since their movement’s founding in the mid-1950s,
have insisted that the New Deal state was a radical departure from the individua-
listic core values and traditions of America. The welfare state lost support in recent
years, they maintain, because the American people came back to their senses and
remembered the virtues of free markets and personal responsibility. Where conser-
vatives crow, Cowie and Salvatore mourn, but their narratives converge.

To be clear, I have no quarrel with the piece’s claim that in the harsh light of a
quarter-century of conservative ascendency, the New Deal now appears as “a long
exception” in a political economy otherwise hostile to the collective claims of
working people. The disagreement is over how to explain this. Notwithstanding
some gestures toward social history (in particular labor weakness, racial division,
and religious commitment), their explanation stresses a widely shared and
unchanging culture of “deep and abiding individualism.” Cowie and Salvatore
don’t simply present a culturalist argument, as many analyses of recent years
do. They conceive of culture in a strange way, as a kind of animate force indepen-
dent of its human bearers. Activists find themselves enchained by “the historic
constraints of their political culture,” “the deeper impulses of American
history” drive action, and “the deepest currents of American history” wash
other ideas from the minds of actors.

To appreciate how this interpretation skirts serious analysis of the complex
dynamics of US history, consider its anchoring equation between William
Graham Sumner and Richard M. Nixon. Cowie and Salvatore would focus
our attention on the “continuity” between the two, particularly their shared
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fealty to the “founding mythos of individualism [that] has structured our collec-
tive life.” Well, let’s think about this. Does it matter that Sumner’s “individualism”
encompassed only white Anglo-Saxon Protestant men, whose national govern-
ment was pretty much confined to running the postal service, paying veterans’
pensions, and waging war on Indians? Is it significant that Nixon, in contrast,
whether or not he wanted to, had to acknowledge Catholics, Jews, African
Americans, Mexican Americans and women of all groups as citizens and
somehow reconcile the idea of “individualism” with a vast federal state whose
operations ranged from maintaining a global empire abroad to addressing
environmental degradation and occupational health and safety at home?

In making a timeless, universal individualism all-explanatory, Cowie and
Salvatore have fallen back on a version of consensus history more simplistic
than that of the much-maligned Richard Hofstadter. He at least recognized
the reality of pervasive conflict in the American past and sought to understand
how pitched clashes forced change in the terms of consensus. Traces of those
contests appear in the very speeches cited here, as Sumner seeks to turn his lis-
teners against the “petted classes” and Nixon to rally his against the “shouters”
and “demonstrators.” But Cowie and Salvatore seem uninterested in the con-
testation, or in empirical gauges of the success of the speakers’ efforts at contain-
ment. That’s a pity, because if they had asked about outcomes, they would have
had to reckon with the strike wave that answered Sumner’s odes to self-reliance,
and with the continuing widespread support for core New Deal and Great
Society programs that survived Nixon, restrained Ronald Reagan, and defeated
George W. Bush’s attempts to privatize Social Security.

Throughout their piece, Cowie and Salvatore avoid engagement with the rea-
lities of economic, political, and cultural power. They largely ignore the unrivaled
sway of American capital, the constraints built into the US Constitution (hence
American law and politics) by its slaveholding designers, and the grassroots
social movement organizing—left and right—that has dramatically altered the exer-
cise of power in the United States. The authors offer, in effect, the latest in a long
line of musings on “why no socialism in America?” while taking us backward from
helpful efforts to reformulate that question in recent decades.” A look at the three
pivotal eras in their narrative will illustrate the problems.

The New Deal stands at the center of their story. What enabled this unique
era of union-building and new departures in national policy? The authors
gesture to the economic cataclysm, altered workplaces, limited immigration,
and new union leadership. But there is surprisingly little attention to the
brass-tacks process that produced the New Deal. Notably absent is the inter-
national context, with fascism and Communism as rival specters haunting
American decision making. Also missing is the Left at home, particularly the
Communist Party, which helped to set the agenda in arenas from unemployment
compensation and union organizing to racial justice. Without those elements in
play, it’s difficult to explain the radicalization of Franklin D. Roosevelt after his
election on a balanced budget platform or appreciate why some capitalists came
to rethink their self-interest in more sustainable ways. Also lacking is analysis of
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the ill-gotten and enormous power of southern white conservatives in Congress,
whose veritable chokehold over legislation better explains, say, why the United
States has no universal healthcare than does enduring individualism.> Lacking
both radicals and conservatives as actors, these authors depict the New Deal
as an emanation from the heads of “liberals.” The liberals, largely unidentified,
are then criticized for not doing the work of socialists.

As the story advances into the 1940s, readers encounter anticommunism
without having made the acquaintance of any kind of radicalism. “The Cold
War,” Cowie and Salvatore assert, “actually enhanced the New Deal order’s
political strength.” Really? Where, one wonders, is the use its opponents
made of anticommunism, particularly in the South, where the battle raged fier-
cest, but even in liberal bastions like New York City?* It’s impossible to under-
stand from this rendering why it was that so many employers imagined they had
lost vital powers and why southern white conservatives were so alarmed about
the security of their rule. It sounds like the whole national family just woke up
one day to rediscover the gospel of individualism.

Absent is serious treatment of the determined organizing over decades by
ideological conservatives, who allied with recalcitrant employers and southern
segregationists to roll back core elements of the New Deal order. That coalition
began to come together as early as 1937-1938 but really gained momentum with
the founding of the National Review in 1955 and the presidential candidacy of
Barry Goldwater in 1964. When conservative movement builders surveyed
the country, what they found hegemonic was not individualism but “statism,”
“collectivism,” and what one bemoaned as “the characteristic leveling egalitar-
ianism of [our] time.”> The aggressive fight they waged against the New Deal
state and its “rights revolution” progeny far better explains the vulnerability
of those policies today than does a shared political culture.

Conservatives’ most efficacious tool in their quest to turn the public against
provision for the common good was prejudice widely shared among white
voters, particularly racism, but also antifeminism, and most recently homophobia.®
The Achilles’ heel of Cowie and Salvatore’s interpretation is thus their lack of
knowledge about the politics of race and gender. Throughout, they seem at
pains to deny the abiding material inequality enabled by racism and sexism.
How else can one make sense of such tendentious distinctions as calling African
Americans and women “social—but not economic—groups”—when in fact their
distinctive economic standing inspired activism from rank-and-file caucuses in
unions to the welfare rights movement and the quest to break open white men’s
monopoly of the skilled trades? Oddly, too, Cowie and Salvatore discuss Black
Power with no recognition of its advocates’ concern with economic oppression.

The authors simply don’t see the mechanisms sustaining white and male
advantage as core features of the US political economy. They fail to appreciate
how what has been variously called racialized social democracy, gendered public
policy, and the two-track welfare state has shaped the consciousness of whites as
well as blacks, and men as well as women. They seem unaware that their nostal-
gic invocation of “the shared material world of the New Deal” and “collective
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economic citizenship” of that era ill fits the actual sifting and privileging done by
a policy regime they depict as the apex of universalism, before the siren call of
“individual and group rights.”’

Not appreciating how central race and gender were to earlier political
economy and culture, Cowie and Salvatore stumble badly in trying to explain
what happened in the sixties. They fall into the tired centrist argument that, in
effect, blames the new social movements for the weakness of labor politics and
the spiking of inequality. Indeed, they would have readers believe that these move-
ments lacked any “collective economic vision.” It’s an account that ignores, for
example, Martin Luther King’s 1963 call for a Bill of Rights for the
Disadvantaged in Why We Can’t Wait and his route to the Memphis sanitation
workers strike in 1968. Cowie and Salvatore turn a blind eye to how civil rights
leaders sought to bring the supposedly lost “economic liberalism of the New
Deal” to black communities devastated by automation, as it was then called, unem-
ployment, and redlining. Nor do the authors show awareness of how feminists
worked to extend the New Deal framework into the realm of care-giving with
such efforts as paid parental leave, universal childcare, and reproductive rights.®
Cowie and Salvatore fail to see how the racially and gender-bifurcated New
Deal over time lost the allegiance of many of its prime beneficiaries precisely
because of its in-built faultlines. By the 1970s, millions of white working-class
men who became “middle-class” thanks to new labor laws, union contracts,
FHA loans and GI Bill benefits just couldn’t see why they should shell out taxes
for those who needed more visible government assistance—those whom conser-
vatives encouraged them to see as black, immoral, and unworthy.’

In Cowie and Salvatore’s account, it is not such white men who spoil social
democratic possibilities by ushering in resurgent “individualism,” but civil rights
activists and feminists. Their “collective-sounding left rhetoric” was merely a
smokescreen, Cowie and Salvatore want us to agree, for a selfish “core” politics
“that could be perfectly aligned with enlightened corporate policy.” Here,
the authors overlook what organizers actually worked for in these years—as
opposed to what they got. It seems never to dawn on Cowie and Salvatore
that the civil rights movement, in particular, might have been more social-
democratic than an AFL-CIO dominated by the building trades. Nor do they
recognize that black activism was what put egalitarian visions of “the common
good” back on the national agenda. In their rendering, liberalism is totally
defined by whites, and African American organizing for justice bizarrely appears
as a liability to progressive politics. The authors thus manage to discuss the War
on Poverty without acknowledging that it never would have been attempted
without the civil rights struggle having brought economic injustice back into
national discussion. Worse, they ascribe the limits of the War on Poverty solely
to the defects of its backers. They seem unaware of the constraints exercised by
the alliance of southern segregationists and northern business Republicans
whom Martin Luther King called “the tragic coalition” and whom Lyndon
Johnson refered to as “the great beast.”'® In short, they ignore the gathering
Republican right.
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The weakness of the narrative by the 1970s thus results partly from the lack
of any power analysis, in organizers’ jargon, of what enabled the right’s success.
Missing just how radical the challenges of the sixties were to established hierar-
chies and to corporate legitimacy, Cowie and Salvatore fail to appreciate the
degree to which the conservative movement’s project was self-consciously coun-
terrevolutionary. Nor do they make any attempt to trace the ways its builders
worked through organizations such as the Chamber of Commerce, the
American Conservative Union, and right-wing think tanks such as the
American Enterprise Institute and the Heritage Foundation in what one
pundit aptly termed a “revolt of the haves.”'!

The post-1960s section of the essay loses its way due to a core conceptual
problem: when Cowie and Salvatore think “working class,” they envision only
white men in northern unions of waning power. They simply do not view
black and brown men or women of any background as working-class agents
whose actions might matter. Their narrative therefore fails to recognize how
the post-1960s labor movement benefitted from the organizing of African
Americans, Mexican Americans, women of varied groups, and lately, new immi-
grants. That failure to see what is in plain sight is the more noteworthy because
several distinguished historians have documented such revitalization, not infre-
quently in debates with opponents making the very same tendentious, declensio-
nist arguments as Cowie and Salvatore.'?

Cowie and Salvatore’s interpretation thus exhibits a willful blindness. Isn’t
it long past time to give up the ideologically driven and empirically untenable
dichotomy between “class politics” and “identity politics”? Shouldn’t evidence-
minded scholars recognize that without the activism of antiracists and feminists
the growth of inequality in the United States in recent decades would have been
worse? Who has done the best organizing for “a collective economic vision” cen-
tered on “the common good” since the sixties? Was it the backward-looking
“forgotten men” who haunt this essay? No, it was those who proved willing to
learn from the social movements of that era, ranging from civil rights to femin-
ism, gay rights, and the fight in the fields waged by Mexican Americans—among
them white men such as John Wilhelm of UNITE HERE, Andrew Stern of
SEIU, and Wade Rathke of ACORN."

Cowie and Salvatore intend for their piece to be more than an interpre-
tation of history. They proffer it as a guide to a smarter progressive politics.
But what are the implications of an analysis that has slighted political
economy, social movement organizing, the historic contribution of the left to
changing the terms of national debate, the rise of the right, and the role of con-
tingency in history? Not surprisingly, barring “major national shocks” such as
the Great Depression, Cowie and Salvatore deny the potential for significant
change. The authors urge readers to realize how “the most powerful aspects
of American political culture have proven resistant” to “dissenting movements.”
In an era characterized by the worst economic inequality and the meanest con-
servative politics since Sumner’s time, Cowie and Sumner counsel “skepticism”
and “smaller” vision.
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Ironically, the authors urge us to think small just as Democratic voters, fed
up by a quarter-century of conservative ascendency, crave “change” and “hope.”
Even conservatives’ own pollsters and strategists foresee a potentially historic
realignment. If students accepted the argument that Cowie and Salvatore
advance here, they would likely ask why bother to study American history
because it is so predetermined. If activists took it seriously, they’d go catatonic.
Why examine past experience, much less sacrifice and take risks, if the hege-
mony of limiting ideas has been ensured in advance? Cowie and Salvatore
have modeled such aloof disengagement in their own lack of curiosity about
the social movements of our time. They are certain, a priori, that everything
from immigrant rights organizing to lesbian and gay demands for recognition
of their families to global antisweatshop activism will be channeled back into
a pinched individualism that makes these causes, at their core, indistinguishable
from Sumner and Nixon, so why should they learn more about them? Is such an
approach helpful, intellectually or politically? I don’t think so.

The greatest irony, in fact, is the false dichotomy on which the entire argu-
ment depends. Cowie and Salvatore use “individualism” as a pejorative term;
they imagine it as the binary opposite of solidarity and commitment to the
common good. But isn’t any popular movement in the wake of the
Reformation, the Enlightenment, and the democratic revolution bound to
appeal to personal conviction and aspiration as forces for social change?
Didn’t Salvatore demonstrate this dialectic brilliantly in his biography of the
great socialist, Eugene V. Debs, Citizen and Socialist? 1t’s a shame that Cowie
and Salvatore refuse to trouble their certainties by engaging the rich literature
on civil rights and feminism. In it they would have found some of the most soph-
isticated accounts in print of how working-class people overcome fatalism: typi-
cally, by realizing—with organizers’ encouragement—their inherent worth as
individuals. Group after group has found in that “individualistic” conviction
the power to fight for a better world for all.'*
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