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1
Reevaluating the New Deal State and the Public
Works Revolution

This is a history of how reformers built modern America during depression
and war. Although I am indebted to the work of previous scholars, my goal
with this book is to construct a new narrative. Using the interpretive lens
of political economy, I seek to recast our understanding of the New Deal’s
signiﬁcance through a fresh investigation of the archival record. The New
Deal, I argue, revolutionized the priorities of the American state, radically
transforming the physical landscape, political system, and economy of the
United States.
We can begin to recover the scope of this transformation by looking directly at how the New Deal state spent its money.1 On average,
between 1933 and 1939 over two-thirds of federal emergency expenditures went toward funding public works programs.2 These dollars, representing an increase in federal construction spending of 1,650 percent over
the four years that preceded the Depression (1925–29), were allocated to

1

2

In doing this, I follow the advice of economist Joseph Schumpeter. In his classic essay,
“The Crisis of the Tax State,” Schumpeter, borrowing the insights of sociologist Rudolf
Goldscheid, declared, “The budget is the skeleton of the state, stripped of all misleading
ideologies.” See Joseph A. Schumpeter, “The Crisis of the Tax State,” trans. W. F. Stolper
and R. A. Musgrave, American Economic Papers 4 (1954): 5–38 (originally published
in German in 1918); and Rudolf Goldscheid, “A Sociological Approach to Problems of
Public Finance,” in Richard A. Musgrave and Alan T. Peacock, eds., Classics in the Theory
of Public Finance (London: Macmillan, 1964), 202–13.
I have calculated this ﬁgure using The Budget of the United States Government for the
Fiscal Year Ending June 30, 1940 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Ofﬁce,
1939), vii; and The Budget of the United States Government for the Fiscal Year Ending June
30, 1941 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Ofﬁce, 1940), xxi–xxii. Between
1933 and 1939 emergency spending averaged about 50 percent of all federal expenditures.

1
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new agencies, such as the Public Works Administration (PWA), and later
the Works Progress Administration (WPA). The PWA, created in 1933,
received an initial appropriation of $3.3 billion (about $45.8 billion in
2002 dollars), which it mainly applied to heavy construction and largescale building. To put this ﬁgure in context, this amount was just over 165
percent of the federal government’s revenues in 1933, or 5.9 percent of
the 1933 U.S. gross domestic product (GDP). Relying on private contractors, the PWA deployed its funds in 3,068 of the nation’s 3,071 counties,
while helping to pay for projects like the Tennessee Valley Authority and
Boulder Dam. Created in 1935, the WPA did lighter construction work
and avoided private contracting. Its initial appropriation of $4.88 billion
(about $64 billion in 2002 dollars) was about 135 percent of the federal government’s revenues in 1935, or about 6.7 percent of GDP in that
year. Although primarily intended as a vast relief effort for employing
the unskilled, the WPA built an impressive range of projects, including
over 480 airports, 78,000 bridges, and nearly 40,000 public buildings.
Both programs were the beneﬁciaries of the federal government’s commitment to construction. During these years, the payrolls of the PWA
and the WPA were among the largest in the nation, easily dwarﬁng those
of the largest private enterprises. In carrying out their mandates, the two
programs integrated a multitude of municipal construction experts, members of the Army Corps of Engineers, and civil engineers into the national
state.3
By viewing the New Deal in this way, we can begin to see the outlines
of a different interpretation. The terriﬁc increase over pre–Depression

3

Roger Daniels, “Public Works in the 1930s: A Preliminary Reconnaissance,” in The Relevancy of Public Works History: The 1930s – A Case Study (Washington, D.C.: Public
Works Historical Society, 1975), 5. See also Ellis L. Armstrong, ed., History of Public
Works in the United States, 1776–1976 (Chicago: American Public Works Association,
1976), 681. Throughout this study, I employ Armstrong’s deﬁnition of public works:
“The physical structures and facilities developed or acquired by public agencies to house
governmental functions and provide water, waste disposal, power, transportation, and
similar services to facilitate the achievement of common social and economic objectives.”
Armstrong, ed., History of Public Works in the United States, 1.
The most important recent treatment of New Deal social policy provides an excellent
account of the WPA’s central place within the New Deal state but unfortunately neglects
the economic and political dimensions of the actual public works produced under this program. See Edwin Amenta, Bold Relief: Institutional Politics and the Origins of Modern
American Social Policy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998); and Edwin Amenta,
Ellen Benoit, Chris Bonastia, Nancy K. Cauthen, and Drew Halfmann, “Bring Back the
WPA: Work, Relief, and the Origins of American Social Policy in Welfare Reform,” Studies
in American Political Development 12 (Spring 1998): 1–56.
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spending on public construction that these programs represented, the
far-reaching federal efforts invested in directing this money, and the longrun impact of the infrastructure itself form the components of the story
of a public works revolution. This revolution helped justify the new role
of the state in American life, legitimizing – intellectually and physically –
what has come to be known as Keynesian management of the economy.
By sponsoring this infrastructure, New Dealers remade the built environment that managed the movement of people, goods, electricity, water, and
waste. Among the New Deal’s projects were some of the largest and most
signiﬁcant structures ever built in human history.4
Although public works have had an undeniable impact on the nation,
Americans have generally taken them for granted, often forgetting that
government has long been central to constructing basic infrastructure.
As early as 1776, economist Adam Smith observed that in a functioning economy it was the government’s duty to build “those public works,
which, though they may be in the highest degree advantageous to a great
society, are, however, of such a nature, that the proﬁt could never repay
the expense to any individual or small number of individuals.” In the
nineteenth century, federal and state governments in the United States
subsidized such projects as canals and railroads through a mixture of
direct ﬁnancing, land grants, and reliance on private enterprise. City
governments, for their part, treated public works construction as their
4

While economic historians have done a lot of work on problems of public ﬁnance at the
federal, state, and local levels during the New Deal, they generally draw a distinction –
unwarranted, in my view – between spending on “public works” done by the PWA and
“work relief” performed by the WPA, neglecting the fact that both efforts produced
substantial infrastructure throughout the nation. For a review of the best of this literature,
see John Joseph Wallis, “The Political Economy of New Deal Spending Revisited, Again:
With and without Nevada,” Explorations in Economic History 35 (1998): 140–70; and see
also Wallis and Wallace E. Oates, “The Impact of the New Deal on American Federalism,”
in Michael D. Bordo, Claudia Goldin, and Eugene N. White, eds., The Deﬁning Moment:
The Great Depression and the American Economy in the Twentieth Century (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1998), 155–80; Wallis, “The Political Economy of New Deal
Fiscal Federalism,” Economic Inquiry 29 (July 1991): 510–24; Wallis, “The Birth of the
Old Federalism: Financing the New Deal, 1932–1940,” Journal of Economic History 44
(March 1984): 139–59; Wallis, “Work Relief and Unemployment in the 1930s” (Ph.D.
diss., University of Washington, 1981); Gavin Wright, “The Political Economy of New
Deal Spending: An Econometric Analysis,” Review of Economics and Statistics 56 (Feb.
1974): 30–38; Don C. Reading, “New Deal Activity and the States, 1933 to 1939,” Journal
of Economic History 33 (December 1973): 792–810; Leonard J. Arrington, “The New
Deal in the West: A Preliminary Statistical Inquiry,” Paciﬁc Historical Review 38 (August
1969): 311–16; and, still worth reading, E. Cary Brown, “Fiscal Policy in the Thirties: A
Reappraisal,” American Economic Review 46 (December 1956): 857–79.

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521828058 - Building New Deal Liberalism: The Political Economy of Public Works,
1933-1956
Jason Scott Smith
Excerpt
More information

Building New Deal Liberalism

4

primary activity. The economic upheavals of the twentieth century, however, brought into focus an increasing need for more public investment.5
In reconstructing this story, I argue that public works programs are critical to our understanding of New Deal liberalism. I reexamine the role that
these government agencies played in the creation of the modern American
welfare state, breaking sharply from previous accounts that dismiss them
simply as temporary efforts that failed to solve the crisis of the Great
Depression. Instead, I look at them as important, wide-ranging investments in national infrastructure, rich in signiﬁcance for understanding
the many changes that occurred in government policy, business interests,
and organized labor during this period. Redeﬁning the New Deal through
an examination of its expenditures on public works allows for new questions to be asked, and for older questions to be asked again in new ways.
How, seen through the perspective of the public works programs, do we
view the expansion and growth of the federal government that took place
between 1933 and World War II? Despite their documented failures as
unemployment relief measures, were these programs successful in laying
the structural foundations for postwar economic development and prosperity? Does the fact that New Deal spending priorities were directed
toward these massive construction programs clarify what one historian
has recently termed “the ambiguity of New Deal economics?”6 In light
of all of this, can we better understand the successes and failures of New
Deal liberalism as an episode in modern American politics?
In carrying out this study, I have greatly beneﬁted from the insights of
a number of scholars. I have relied on an older literature that clariﬁes the

5

6

Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, ed.
Edwin Cannan (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976), 2:244; George Rogers
Taylor, The Transportation Revolution, 1815–1860 (New York: Harper and Row, 1951);
Jon C. Teaford, The Unheralded Triumph: City Government in America, 1870–1900
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984); R. Rudy Higgens-Evenson, The Price
of Progress: Public Services, Taxation, and the American Corporate State, 1877–1929
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003); Alfred D. Chandler, The Visible Hand:
The Managerial Revolution in American Business (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1977); Thomas J. Misa, A Nation of Steel: The Making of Modern America, 1865–1925
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995); and Thomas P. Hughes, American
Genesis: A Century of Invention and Technological Enthusiasm, 1870–1970 (New York:
Viking, 1989). For a wide-ranging and provocative account of the relationship between
government and the economy, see Peter H. Lindert, Growing Public: Social Spending and
Economic Growth Since the Eighteenth Century, vol. 1: The Story (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2004).
Robert M. Collins, More: The Politics of Economic Growth in Postwar America (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 1–16.
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historical relationship between government and the economy, while incorporating the insights of more recent scholarly attention to the contingent
growth and development of structures of public ﬁnance, public works, and
political economy.7 This interpretive focus restores the New Deal public
works programs to the broader narrative of American economic development, a narrative that acknowledges the importance of World War II
government contracts to American business and highlights the central role
played by government spending in the subsequent growth of the postwar
period, but has comparatively neglected the events of the New Deal
years.8
Public works were a crucial element of government policy making,
from the Great Depression to the Cold War. During these years, changing
rationales justiﬁed their use: from economic development (via the PWA)
to social welfare (through the WPA) during the Depression, and back to
economic development (by means of the Federal Works Agency, defense

7

8

On government and the economy, see Oscar Handlin and Mary Flug Handlin,
Commonwealth: A Study of the Role of Government in the American Economy:
Massachusetts, 1774–1861 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1947); Louis Hartz,
Economic Policy and Democratic Thought: Pennsylvania, 1776–1860 (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1948); Taylor, Transportation Revolution; and James Willard
Hurst, Law and the Conditions of Freedom in the Nineteenth-Century United States
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1956). The best study of economic thought and
government policy during the New Deal remains Ellis W. Hawley, The New Deal and
the Problem of Monopoly: A Study in Economic Ambivalence (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966). For important recent work in historical political economy, see, e.g.,
David Moss, When All Else Fails: Government as the Ultimate Risk Manager (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2002); William Novak, The People’s Welfare: Law and Regulation in Nineteenth-Century America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1996); Sven Beckert, The Monied Metropolis: New York City and the Consolidation of
the American Bourgeoisie, 1850–1896 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001);
and Robin L. Einhorn, Property Rules: Political Economy in Chicago, 1833–1872, 2d ed.
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001).
See, e.g., John Morton Blum, V was for Victory: Politics and Culture During World
War II (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976), 117–46; Bruce J. Schulman,
From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt: Federal Policy, Economic Development, and the Transformation of the South, 1938–1980 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995); David M.
Kennedy, Freedom From Fear: The American People in Depression and War, 1929–
1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999); James T. Patterson, Grand Expectations: The United States, 1945–1974 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996); related
scholarship on twentieth-century government and public ﬁnance is covered in W. Elliot
Brownlee, ed., Funding the Modern American State, 1941–1995: The Rise and Fall of
the Era of Easy Finance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). For a key
exception to my generalization about the history of twentieth-century economic development and the New Deal literature, see my discussion of Jordan A. Schwarz’s work,
below.
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spending, and the postwar highway movement) during World War II and
the early Cold War. These programs helped to shape the relations between
economic development, state building, and party building at the federal,
state, and local levels. The ﬁrst head of the WPA, Harry Hopkins, claimed
that the New Deal was a political project that could “tax and tax, spend
and spend, and elect and elect.” This boast points to the qualities that
made New Deal liberalism so powerful and so controversial: The taxing
and spending functions of government could remake the political, as well
as the physical, landscape of the nation. Before turning to these larger
issues, however, let me ﬁrst step back in order to address a straightforward
question: Why have historians failed to tell the full story of the New Deal’s
public works?

public works in new deal historiography:
liberal and new left approaches
Even before President Franklin Roosevelt’s ﬁrst 100 days in ofﬁce came
to an end, Americans struggled to comprehend the nature and limits of
the New Deal order.9 In the years since then, historians have argued over
whether the New Deal was “America’s Third Revolution,” or if it is better viewed as a “halfway revolution” that left much undone.10 Whether
portrayed as a new departure in the trajectory of a reforming impulse that
stretched back to William Jennings Bryan or as a high point in a generation’s rendezvous with destiny, the New Deal is viewed by most interpretative traditions as a fundamentally liberal and progressive political event.11
This reading has been qualiﬁed by a variety of scholars who have, in different ways, presented the New Deal as a historical moment that signaled
9

10

11

For the concept of the “New Deal order,” see Steven Fraser and Gary Gerstle’s introduction in Steven Fraser and Gary Gerstle, eds., The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order,
1930–1980 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989).
Carl Degler, Out of Our Past: The Forces that Shaped Modern America, 3d ed. (New York:
Harper and Row, 1984), ch. 13; and William E. Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. Roosevelt
and the New Deal (New York: Harper and Row, 1963), 347.
Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to F.D.R. (New York: Vintage,
1955); and Eric F. Goldman, Rendezvous with Destiny: A History of Modern American
Reform, rev. ed. (New York: Vintage, 1977). Other analyses of the links between the
New Deal and earlier generations of reformers include Otis L. Graham, Jr., An Encore
for Reform: The Old Progressives and the New Deal (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1967), and, more recently, Daniel T. Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings: Social Politics in a Progressive Age (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), especially
409–84.
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the end of reform.12 Where the older work of liberal historians presents
these years as the Age of Roosevelt, dominated by the dashing president
who soaked the rich and mobilized the state against economic royalists
on behalf of the “forgotten man,” the work of subsequent scholars is,
on balance, much more skeptical.13 They argue that high federal income
tax rates did not actually generate much revenue and served mainly as
a smoke screen to distract the public from heavy sales taxes levied on
consumers.14 The new regulations enacted by the state, they claim, in
fact reﬂected the interests of business.15 Where earlier historians believed
that organized labor had at last found its “Magna Charta” in New Deal
labor law, their successors have asserted that this guarantee of collective
bargaining functioned merely as a “counterfeit liberty.”16 In searching for
ways to understand the New Deal, some scholars have recently employed
a “new” institutional approach that studies the capacities of the state to
shape society.17
While historians have not fully grasped the far-reaching impact of
the New Deal’s public works programs, it is clear that they have not
ignored them. Discussions of public works ﬁnd their place in the very ﬁrst
chronicles of the New Deal, written by the New Dealers themselves. In
1935 Harold Ickes, the Interior Secretary and head of the Public Works
12

13
14
15
16

17

Alan Brinkley, The End of Reform: New Deal Liberalism in Recession and War (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1995). Others who have questioned the commitment of the New
Deal to reform include Howard Zinn, Paul Conkin, Barton Bernstein, Ronald Radosh,
Gabriel Kolko, and Colin Gordon.
For the classic liberal account, see Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Age of Roosevelt, 3 vols.
(Boston: Houghton Mifﬂin, 1957–60).
Mark H. Leff, The Limits of Symbolic Reform: The New Deal and Taxation, 1933–1939
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984).
Colin Gordon, New Deals: Business, Labor, and Politics in America, 1920–1935
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994).
AFL President William Green called Section 7(a) the “Magna Charta of Labor of the
United States.” Quoted in Irving Bernstein, Turbulent Years: A History of the American
Worker, 1933–1941 (Boston: Houghton Mifﬂin, 1970), 349. For a recent analysis of
New Deal labor historiography, see David Brody, Workers in Industrial America: Essays
on the Twentieth Century Struggle, 2d ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993),
especially 82–156. For other studies of industrial relations during the 1930s and 1940s, see
Milton Derber and Edwin Young, eds., Labor and the New Deal (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1957), especially Selig Perlman, “Labor and the New Deal in Historical
Perspective,” 361–70. For the “counterfeit liberty” reading of the history of labor law,
see Christopher L. Tomlins, The State and the Unions: Labor Relations, Law, and the
Organized Labor Movement in America, 1880–1960 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1985), 326–28.
Kenneth Finegold and Theda Skocpol, State and Party in America’s New Deal (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1995).
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Administration, set the tone for future liberal interpretations of federal
public works in his celebratory history of the PWA, Back to Work.18 The
PWA was “an emergency agency born of the crisis,” designed to help
the nation recover from the Depression. “The government embarked
on the public works program,” wrote Ickes, “because of the timidity of
private capital to come out from under the bed.”
Something had to be done about the depression if we were ever to shake it off.
And fortunately the great majority of the people wanted to do something about it.
They wanted to march out and meet the enemy in hand-to-hand conﬂict. President
Roosevelt had the same impulse, and immediately after his inauguration he set
out to engage in mortal combat as insidious and as relentless a foe as a champion
has ever faced.19

In short, the enemy was unemployment, and the weapon used to ﬁght
it was public works. If the overall purpose of the New Deal was to bring
about relief, recovery, and reform, the public works programs were understood to focus on these ﬁrst two tasks. According to these initial versions
of the story, then, thanks to federally funded public works the nation was
moving again, money was being pumped into the economy, and people
were going back to work.
The creators of the New Deal had originally conceived of public works
as a temporary recovery measure. The PWA, after all, was enacted as Title
II of the National Industrial Recovery Act, passed as part of the emergency legislation signed into law by Roosevelt during the ﬁrst 100 days
of his ﬁrst term. This conception of the New Deal public works organizations as temporary programs, designed to relieve the short-term effects of
unemployment, quickly became entrenched in histories of the New Deal.
Subsequent accounts have thus treated New Deal public works solely as
a remedy for the unemployment question, concluding, not surprisingly,
that programs such as the PWA and the WPA were stop-gap measures to
combat joblessness and help the nation recover from the Depression.
Among the most inﬂuential of these accounts are the histories of
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. The Age of Roosevelt, Schlesinger’s trilogy, is a
classic work of political history, with the interwar years’ politicians,
labor leaders, businessmen, and events set in relief against an interpretation of American history as cycles of conservative reaction and progressive reform.20 While grounded in a variety of sources, Schlesinger’s
18
19
20

Harold L. Ickes, Back to Work: The Story of PWA (New York: Macmillan, 1935).
Ibid., 229, 233.
For more on the interpretive signiﬁcance of Schlesinger’s work, see Alan Brinkley, “Prosperity, Depression, and War, 1920–1945,” in Eric Foner, ed., The New American History,
rev. ed. (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1997), 134–37.
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account of the New Deal echoed the sentiments of New Dealers such as
Ickes and Hopkins in its treatment of public works. The PWA was, for
Schlesinger, “an emergency program,” part of a two-pronged strategy of
recovery that presented the National Recovery Administration (NRA) and
the PWA working in concert.21 The industrial codes of the NRA would
restrict harmful competition, raising wages and reducing hours, while
the PWA would inject cash into the economy. Schlesinger’s exposition of
the PWA and the WPA emphasizes the administrative issues and personality conﬂicts that occupied Roosevelt and the members of his cabinet
who were concerned with economic matters: ﬁscally conservative director of the budget, Lewis Douglas, NRA head, Hugh Johnson, Ickes, and
Hopkins.
If to Hugh Johnson the object of public works was to stimulate the heavy industries, and if to Harry Hopkins its object was to provide relief and re-employment,
to Ickes its object was to beautify the national estate through the honest building
of durable public monuments. To Lewis Douglas, it had no object at all. These
various conceptions clashed at the meetings of the Public Works Board during the
sweltering summer of 1933, its members sitting, coats off, on leather-cushioned
chairs around the polished oval table in Ickes’ ofﬁce.22

In Schlesinger’s view, then, these New Dealers jostled for political advantage and for Roosevelt’s ear, each eager to advance his vision for public
works in a political climate characterized by economic crisis. Schlesinger’s
work is essential for understanding the political debates and personalities
that surrounded the New Deal, at the same time also providing much
insight into the backstage workings of policy making. In echoing the
heroic, liberal view of the New Deal that was ﬁrst put forward by the New
Dealers themselves, however, Schlesinger treats public works programs
only as short-term relief and recovery measures, as political chips to be
tossed around polished oval tables. Schlesinger and his liberal colleagues
in the historical profession applauded FDR for ﬁnally “trying something,”
viewing the public works programs as the epitome of the spirit of pragmatic experimentation that they felt permeated the New Deal. This point
of view is invariably reﬂected in the story line attached to the public
works programs in histories like Schlesinger’s, whose narrative unfolds as
follows: Dr. New Deal made a bold attempt to end widespread unemployment and place the nation on a course toward recovery. Although the temporary programs he set up did not accomplish these goals, they provided
21
22

Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., The Coming of the New Deal, vol. 2 of Age of Roosevelt (Boston:
Houghton Mifﬂin, 1958), 108.
Ibid., 284.
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much-needed welfare for the jobless; when the European conﬂict erupted,
Dr. Win-the-War took over, effectively ending the Depression while his
predecessor’s short-lived remedies were quietly phased out.23
The slow process of the historical revision of this interpretation can
be dated back to William E. Leuchtenburg’s inﬂuential 1963 synthesis,
Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal. Indeed, in much the same way
that Schlesinger’s Age of Roosevelt determined the boundaries of debate
for an earlier generation of historians, Leuchtenburg’s book was a turning
point in our understanding of the legacy of the New Deal. Leuchtenburg,
like Schlesinger, approached the New Deal from a sympathetic, liberal perspective. Departing from the untempered optimism of earlier interpretations, however, Leuchtenburg advanced what historian James T. Patterson
has termed a “cautiously positive interpretation of Roosevelt,” paying
more attention to the limits of the New Deal, its inability to solve the
puzzle of the Depression, its failure to restructure the economic order,
and its mixed record on racial equality.24
With respect to public works programs, though, Leuchtenburg does not
move beyond the analyses of previous scholars. He notes that FDR was
initially opposed to large amounts of federal spending on public works
programs, with Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins, adviser Hopkins, and
Senators Robert Wagner, Robert La Follette, Jr., and Edward P. Costigan
having to convince the president to support federal public works spending
in 1933.25 In his treatment of the impact of public works on the economy,
Leuchtenburg recapitulates the standard criticism of Ickes: that he was too
slow and cautious in spending the PWA appropriations, barely holding
the line in the ﬁght against the Depression when he could have made signiﬁcant strides against it. Leuchtenburg, however, does observe that even

23

24

25

The work of the two most inﬂuential biographers of FDR generally follows this interpretation. See Frank Freidel, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 4 vols. (Boston: Little, Brown, 1952–
73); Freidel, Franklin D. Roosevelt: A Rendezvous with Destiny (Boston: Little, Brown,
1990); James MacGregor Burns, Roosevelt: The Lion and the Fox (New York: Harcourt,
Brace, 1956); and Burns, Roosevelt: The Soldier of Freedom (New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1970).
James T. Patterson, “United States History since 1920,” in Mary Beth Norton, ed., The
American Historical Association’s Guide to Historical Literature, 3d ed. (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1995), 2:1455; and Patterson, “Americans and the Writing of
Twentieth-Century United States History,” in Anthony Molho and Gordon S. Wood,
eds., Imagined Histories: American Historians Interpret the Past (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1998), 185–205. See also Brinkley, “Prosperity, Depression, and War,”
143–44.
Leuchtenburg, FDR and the New Deal, 52–53.
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