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The seemingly wide opening for liberal domestic policy innovation by the U.S. federal government in the
early-to-mid-1930s gave way to a much more limited agenda in the late 1930s and 1940s. The latter years
saw the consolidation and gradual extension of several key programs (e.g., Social Security and Keynesian
macroeconomic management), but also the frustration of liberal hopes for an expansive “cradle-to-grave”
welfare state marked by strong national unions, national health insurance, and full employment policies.
Drawing upon rarely used early public opinion polls, we explore the dynamics of public opinion regarding
New Deal liberalism during this pivotal era. We argue that a broadly based reaction against labor unions
created a difficult backdrop for liberal programmatic advances. We find that this anti-labor reaction was
especially virulent in the South but divided even Northern Democrats, thus creating an effective wedge issue
for Republicans and their Southern conservative allies. More generally, we find that the mass public favored
most of the specific programs created by the New Deal, but was hardly clamoring for major expansions of the
national government’s role in the late 1930s and 1940s. These findings illuminate the role played by the
South in constraining New Deal liberalism while also highlighting the tenuousness of the liberal majority in
the North.

The December 1936 Gallup poll included the follow-
ing question: “Is the Republican party dead?” Just over
27 percent of the respondents agreed that the GOP
was, in fact, dead following Franklin Roosevelt’s land-
slide defeat of Alf Landon and the Democrats’ sweep-
ing victory in the 1936 congressional elections. The
new Senate that convened in January 1937 included
just 16 Republicans; the House had only 89, com-
pared to 334 Democrats. Republicans’ dismal elec-
toral fortunes were just one sign of the
transformation in the American political landscape.
Over the previous four years, Roosevelt’s New Deal
program had arguably been prodded, shaped, and
threatened more by attacks emanating from the

left—and from populist insurgencies that defy clear
ideological labels—than by conservative Republican
resistance.1 The most famous such challenge came
with the launching of Huey Long’s “Share Our
Wealth” movement in 1934. Amidst all the ferment
of 1933 to 1936 and Roosevelt’s decisive reelection
victory, the prospects for liberal programmatic inno-
vation seemed particularly favorable. Political obser-
vers at the time might well have been surprised to
learn that the American welfare state that emerged
from the New Deal era would turn out to be a
laggard when compared to its more social democratic
European counterparts.

Yet it was during the Seventy-Fifth Congress of
1937–38 that a coalition of conservative Southern
Democrats and conservative Northern Republicans
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were by no means the only Democratic dissenters in
the first famous example of cross-party conservative
cooperation, the 1937 fight against FDR’s court-
packing plan. But, by 1938, the year of Roosevelt’s
attempted “purge” of conservative Democrats, it was
evident that Southern conservatives constituted the
main obstacle to liberal advances within the Demo-
cratic Party.3 Democrats entered the 1938 midterms
weakened by intraparty infighting and the brutal
recession of 1937 to 1938. A mere two years after
their crushing defeat in the 1936 elections, Republi-
cans began an electoral comeback by gaining
eighty-one House seats and seven Senate seats.

Republican victories in 1938 greatly strengthened
conservative prospects in the ensuing Seventy-Sixth
Congress (1939–40) and set the stage for a long
period of rough parity in Congress between conserva-
tives and liberals. The seemingly wide opening
for liberal domestic policy innovation of the
early-to-mid-1930s gave way to a much more limited
agenda in the late 1930s and 1940s. The latter years
saw the consolidation and gradual extension of
many liberal innovations (Social Security and
federal macroeconomic management, for example),
but also the frustration of liberal hopes for an expan-
sive “cradle-to-grave” welfare state marked by strong
unions, national health insurance, and full employ-
ment policies.4 The consolidation of the New Deal
order in the 1940s established a political regime
that structured American politics and policy for the
next generation.5

The literature on the limits of New Deal liberalism
is vast, but it has tended overwhelmingly to focus on
the elite maneuvering of politicians, interest groups,
and intellectuals. By comparison, the preferences
and opinions of the mass public and subgroups
within it has received little in the way of comprehen-
sive and detailed analysis, partly because of the chal-
lenges of analyzing public opinion polls from this
period. Clearly, both elite- and mass-level dynamics
are important, and each level influences the other:

political elites seek to shape and harness public
opinion, and mass preferences establish the basic par-
ameters within which elite conflict plays out.

Taking advantage of a new, comprehensive dataset
of public opinion polls from the 1930s and 1940s, we
seek in this study to shed light on a neglected aspect
of New Deal policy development during this crucial
period—the role of public opinion. Consistent with
a number of elite-level accounts, we find that the
question of organized labor’s place in the new
regime played a central role in limiting the advance
of New Deal liberalism. A perceived growth in the
power and radicalism of labor unions was
accompanied by a broad-based anti-labor reaction in
the mass public. The reaction was particularly conse-
quential in the solidly Democratic South, where the
mass-level shift in attitudes toward labor from ambiva-
lence to hostility tracked similar shifts among
Southern members of Congress. But Northern
voters also evinced a dramatic anti-labor turn, provid-
ing Republican leaders with a potent wedge issue
among Northern Democrats as a well as a basis for a
coalition with conservative Southerners.

At the same time, we find only limited rightward
movement within the mass public on New Deal
issues unrelated to labor unions. While the public
was hardly clamoring for bold domestic policy initiat-
ives in the 1940s and showed increased skepticism, at
an abstract level, of government intervention in the
economy, it expressed broad support for key pillars
of the nascent welfare state. From the start, Social
Security enjoyed broad popularity, as did many
other New Deal economic programs. These findings
underscore how Republicans’ electoral success ulti-
mately depended upon their accepting substantial
elements of the New Deal state. The critical exception
to the pattern of popular support for New Deal pro-
grams, however, was the complex of pro-labor policies
represented by the Wagner Act, which were deeply
unpopular, even if labor unions in the abstract were not.

We highlight in this article the necessity of bringing
public opinion fully into analyses of this crucial
period. This study constitutes an initial building
block of a broader project addressing the interplay
of public opinion and congressional politics in
shaping the consolidation and limitations of New
Deal liberalism in the late 1930s and 1940s. Congress
is, first and foremost, a representative institution med-
iating the translation of public preferences into policy
outcomes.6 While this translation is often far from
perfect, it is nonetheless worth honing in on the

3. Joseph Alsop and Turner Catledge, The 168 Days (Garden
City, NY: Doubleday, 1938); Susan Dunn, Roosevelt’s Purge: How
FDR Fought to Change the Democratic Party (Cambridge, MA:
Belknap Press, 2010); Patterson, Congressional Conservatism and the
New Deal.

4. It is worth noting that there was no single, defined “liberal
program” as of the late 1930s. As Alan Brinkley has shown, the
meaning of the New Deal was still very much up for grabs even
among its strongest liberal supporters. But there is little doubt
that the post-1945 outcome provided a less secure place for
unions and a less expansive welfare state than many New Deal liber-
als expected before the war; see Alan Brinkley, The End of Reform:
New Deal Liberalism in Recession and War (New York: Vintage Books,
1995).

5. Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle, The Rise and Fall of the New Deal
Order, 1930–1980 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989);
Karen Orren and Stephen Skowronek, “Regimes and Regime Build-
ing in American Government: A Review of the Literature on the
1940s,” Political Science Quarterly 113, no. 4 (1998–1999).

6. Ira Katznelson and John S. Lapinski, “Congress and Ameri-
can Political Development: Missed Chances, Rich Possibilities,” Per-
spectives on Politics 4, no. 2 (2006). Although other institutions
clearly played a role in elite decision making about New Deal liber-
alism, a focus on Congress is justified given that it—more than the
White House or bureaucracy—constituted the tightest constraint
on liberal initiatives starting in 1937.
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relationship between public opinion and the conser-
vative resurgence. The striking revival of Republican
electoral fortunes in the North starting in 1938 and
continuing into the 1940s is in part what gave congres-
sional conservatives a majority on the House floor on
many issues. Indeed, in each House election from
1938 to 1952, Republicans won a greater share of
the popular vote outside the South than did Demo-
crats.7 Furthermore, conservative Republicans and
Southern Democrats were not just passive observers
(and beneficiaries) of popular conservatism. Rather,
they repeatedly teamed up to spur investigations
intended to turn public opinion against New Deal lib-
eralism. A key feature of Congress as a representative
institution is that its members are themselves partici-
pants in a “public sphere,” attempting to mold mass
opinion.8 As such, drawing linkages between the
mass public and congressional politics ought to be
viewed as a two-way street, rather than just as a
bottom-up or top-down process.9

In addition to shedding new light on mass opinion
in this critical period, our findings also speak to exist-
ing accounts of the limits and consolidation of the
New Deal. Debates among policy intellectuals,10 con-
gressional Southerners’ rightward turn as they
forged their alliance with conservative Republicans,11

the strategic choices of labor leaders,12 progressive
liberals’ efforts to build a durable regime,13 and
business organizations’ drive to shape the postwar

order14 all took place on a political terrain defined
by mass support for the New Deal, with the glaring
exception of its pro-labor policies. In a sense, labor
unions and their liberal allies were engaged in a
race against time, seeking to construct a durable
political-economic place for organized labor before
their opponents could capitalize on the growing
anti-labor sentiment of the mass public, a race that
culminated with the 1947 passage of the Taft–
Hartley Act.

In this article, we first situate the project in the lit-
erature on the 1930s and 1940s, with a particular
focus on organized labor’s emerging place in the
New Deal order. We then turn to our analysis of
public opinion, discussing the unique advantages of
the poll data we use, as well as the special challenges
they present. Next, we provide a detailed analysis of
public opinion on labor issues, with special attention
to comparing trends across regional and partisan
groups. We then contrast the patterns in public
opinion on labor with those on other New Deal
issues. Finally, we elucidate the relationship between
mass opinion and elite-level dynamics, concluding
with a summary of our findings and their
implications.

ORGANIZED LABOR AND THE EMERGING NEW DEAL
ORDER

Labor unions, somewhat peripheral to the concerns
of the Roosevelt Administration in its early years,
had by 1936 become a core component of the emer-
ging New Deal order. With lifelong Republican John
L. Lewis of the newly formed Congress of Industrial
Organizations (CIO) leading the way, organized
labor threw its support solidly behind FDR in 1936,
replacing business interests as the Democrats’
primary financial base and helping to swing several
large industrial states towards the party.15 Labor
became a central component of the nascent New
Deal coalition, forging a political alliance with the
Democratic Party that has endured to the present.16

The New Deal regime not only benefited from the
rise of organized labor, but also played a huge role
fostering that rise. The passage of the National
Labor Relations Act (the “Wagner Act”) in 1935 sig-
naled a dramatic shift in the relationship between
the national government and labor unions. After

7. By contrast, in 1936, Democrats won the popular vote in
Northern House elections by over four million votes. See Jerrold
Rusk, A Statistical History of the American Electorate (Washington,
DC: CQ Press, 2001), 234.

8. David R. Mayhew, America’s Congress: Actions in the Public
Sphere, James Madison Through Newt Gingrich (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 2000).

9. The relationship between public opinion and the actions of
elected representatives should be empirically investigated rather
than taken for granted. This is especially true given the highly
uneven character of American democracy during this period, par-
ticularly in the South, where representation was compromised by
severe restrictions on the electorate and on partisan competition.
One important but largely unexplored question is the degree to
which the restricted form of electoral competition in the South
induced its representatives to respond to public opinion (or
subsets thereof). See Devin Caughey, “The Mass Basis of the
‘Southern Imposition’: Labor Unions, Public Opinion, and Rep-
resentation, 1930s–1940s” (paper presented at the American Politi-
cal Science Association Annual Meeting, Seattle, WA, Sept. 1–4,
2011), which explores this and related questions.

10. Brinkley, The End of Reform.
11. Patterson, Congressional Conservatism and the New Deal; Ira

Katznelson, Kim Geiger, and Daniel Kryder, “Limiting Liberalism:
The Southern Veto in Congress, 1933–1950,” Political Science Quar-
terly 108, no. 2 (1993).

12. Nelson Lichtenstein, “Politicized Unions and the New Deal
Model: Labor, Business, and Taft-Hartley,” in The New Deal and the
Triumph of Liberalism, ed. Sidney Milkis and Jerome Mileur
(Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 2002).

13. David Plotke, Building a Democratic Political Order: Reshaping
American Liberalism in the 1930s and 1940s (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996).

14. Howell John Harris, The Right to Manage: Industrial Relations
Policies of American Business in the 1940s (University of Wisconsin
Press: Madison, 1982); Elizabeth A. Fones-Wolf, Selling Free Enter-
prise: The Business Assault on Labor and Liberalism, 1945–60
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994).

15. William Edward Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. Roosevelt and the
New Deal, 1932–1940 (New York: Harper & Row, 1963), 35, 188–89.

16. Plotke, Building a Democratic Political Order, 153–6; Taylor E.
Dark, The Unions and the Democrats: An Enduring Alliance (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1999).
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decades in which the predominant stance of the gov-
ernment toward unions was one of indifference at
(occasional) best and hostility at worst, the Wagner
Act provided a far more favorable legal and insti-
tutional environment for union organization. While
some on the left have argued that the Wagner Act
tamed a labor movement that otherwise might have
used collective action to force a more dramatic
restructuring of the economy, at the time the labor
regime erected by the act was widely viewed as favor-
ing workers.17 The Wagner Act defined a series of
unfair labor practices by management and created
the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB). The
NLRB was staffed largely by liberals and leftists who,
at least in the early years, generally sided with
workers, particularly the emergent CIO industrial
unions. Rather than a tame, voluntary, privatized
system of collective bargaining, the labor policy
regime that emerged with the Wagner Act and domi-
nated American politics from 1935 to 1947 was a
highly politicized process that routinely put unions,
business leaders, and government labor experts in
the Oval Office and other government venues.18

Organized labor played a key role in supporting
and sustaining the policy achievements of the New
Deal and was at the leading edge of efforts to build
on them in the 1940s. Yet the still-tenuous place of
labor unions in this period also limited the scope
of New Deal liberalism. The institutionalization of
social democracy in the United States would have
required a labor movement that had broad strength
and was widely accepted as a legitimate governing
partner.19 The labor movement that actually
emerged from the 1940s, particularly after the
passage of Taft–Hartley in 1947, was much more

limited in its ambitions and occupied a more vulner-
able place in the postwar political economy.20 While
some scholars blame the cramping of labor’s ambi-
tions on the insufficient militancy of its leaders,21

organized labor also faced powerful enemies and an
adverse political climate.

One prominent line of research, building on the
seminal work of James T. Patterson, identifies the
emergence of a “conservative coalition” between
Republicans and Southern Democrats in Congress
as a crucial block on liberal ambitions. Katznelson
and his co-authors place particular emphasis on con-
gressional Southerners’ turn against New Deal liberal-
ism, especially with respect to organized labor.22

According to Farhang and Katznelson, the Demo-
cratic Party was a hybrid of an “immigrant, labor-
oriented, big-city, machine nonsouthern wing that
looked very much like a social democratic party”
and a native, rural, white supremacist Southern wing
that represented no blacks and just a minority of
the whole South’s white population.23 While
Southern Democrats in Congress had gingerly
backed most New Deal labor legislation in the
mid-1930s, focusing primarily on seeking occu-
pational exclusions for agricultural and domestic
workers, they shifted ground in the 1940s. Wartime
labor shortages and CIO unionization drives, argue
Farhang and Katznelson, led Southern elites to see
New Deal labor policy as a threat to their system of
racial apartheid, low-wage agriculture, and emergent
low-wage industrialization. As a result, Southerners
joined with Northern Republicans to attack labor
unions and the NLRB, authoring a series of initiatives
that put labor on the defensive and generated a more
cramped American labor movement.24 With labor

17. For leftist critiques of the Wagner Act, see Christopher
Tomlins, The State and the Unions (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1985); Michael Goldfield, “Worker Insurgency, Radical
Organization, and New Deal Labor Legislation,” American Political
Science Review 83, no. 4 (1989); Colin Gordon, New Deals: Business,
Labor, and Politics in America, 1920–1935 (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1994). For compelling refutations of such argu-
ments, see Sean Farhang and Ira Katznelson, “The Southern Impo-
sition: Congress and Labor in the New Deal and Fair Deal,” Studies
in American Political Development 19 (2005): 5–6; Robert H. Zieger,
The CIO: 1935–1955 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1995).

18. See Lichtenstein, “Politicized Unions and the New Deal
Model,” 124. Given the generally pro-labor occupants of the
White House, the group most dissatisfied with this arrangement
was business. In 1939, when a Roper poll sampled business execu-
tives, asking which New Deal program they disliked the most, the
resounding answer was the Wagner Act. See Edwin Amenta,
et al., “Bring Back the WPA: Work, Relief, and the Origins of Amer-
ican Social Policy in Welfare Reform,” Studies in American Political
Development 12 (1998), and Harris, The Right to Manage: Industrial
Relations Policies of American Business in the 1940s.

19. Farhang and Katznelson, “The Southern Imposition”;
Nelson Lichtenstein, “From Corporatism to Collective Bargaining,”
in The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 1930–1980, ed. Steve Fraser
and Gary Gerstle (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989);
Lichtenstein, “Politicized Unions and the New Deal Model.”

20. For a more positive assessment of labor’s place in the emer-
gent New Deal order, see Plotke, Building a Democratic Political Order.
As Orren and Skowronek observe, the literature on the 1940s has
had a “glass half full” / “glass half empty” aspect: the 1933 to
1950 period encompassed both major triumphs and disappoint-
ments for labor-oriented liberalism. The political terrain had
shifted with the Wagner Act and related victories; the battle now
was over the meaning of those victories for future politics. In
other words, to say that labor’s place in the postwar political
economy did not match the aspirations of New Deal labor-oriented
reformers of the late 1930s does not challenge the notion that the
Wagner Act constituted a significant political transformation;
Orren and Skowronek, “Regimes and Regime Building in American
Government.”

21. See, for example, James B. Atleson, Labor and the Wartime
State: Labor Relations and Law During World War II (Urbana: Univer-
sity of Illinois Press, 1998).

22. See especially Katznelson, Geiger, and Kryder, “Limiting
Liberalism”; Farhang and Katznelson, “The Southern Imposition.”

23. Farhang and Katznelson, “The Southern Imposition,” 2.
Anthony Badger uses the term “schizophrenic” to describe the
Democratic Party in this period; Anthony J. Badger, The New Deal:
The Depression Years, reprint of the 1989 ed. (Chicago: Ivan
R. Dee, 2002), 271.

24. For an early, innovative analysis of the impact of sectional
political economy on congressional decision-making with respect
to labor and other policy domains, see Richard Bensel, Sectionalism
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forced into the position of a mere interest group,
rather than a broad, class-based movement fusing
demands for economic and racial justice, liberal
dreams of an expansive social welfare system and vig-
orous government intervention to limit corporate
power had little or no chance of passage.25

Another important perspective, articulated by the
historian Alan Brinkley, emphasizes the New Deal’s
evolution as an “idea” during these years, a process
that clarified, reoriented, and ultimately narrowed
the ambitions of liberal reformers. Focusing on elite
debates among policy intellectuals,26 Brinkley
argues that the New Deal started out as intellectually
inchoate, filled with diverse and conflicting strands
unified only by their conviction that American capit-
alism was in deep trouble and in need of
government-led reform. In the late 1930s and into
the 1940s, New Deal intellectuals struggled to make
sense of their accomplishments and prospects in
light of changing social, economic, and political con-
ditions. By the end of World War II, he argues, New
Dealers had abandoned radical critiques of capital-
ism, accepted corporate autonomy, and embraced
the United States’ transition to a consumer society,
now convinced that the government could solve econ-
omic problems through macroeconomic manage-
ment rather than redistribution or fundamental
restructuring.27

While Brinkley sees the New Deal’s boldest aspira-
tions fading away during World War II, some scholars
emphasize that the 1940s were a time not only of
liberal reversals, but also of consolidation. Certain
areas, like veterans’ benefits and housing, actually
saw important new advances.28 Other scholars insist

that real opportunities (and at least latent public
support) for major liberal or even radical initiatives
persisted through the end of the war, only to be
shut down by massive efforts by business to reassert
its prerogatives and by the anti-communist hysteria
of the early Cold War.29

Making sense of and adjudicating among these
various perspectives requires careful attention to
public opinion. How did popular sentiment toward
New Deal liberalism change over these crucial
years? How did regional and partisan groups differ
with respect to these changes? On what issues could
liberals count on public support for consolidation
or expansion, and on what issues was the public on
the side of conservatives seeking to roll back the
New Deal? Notwithstanding the rich literature on
this period, our understanding of the relationship
between the mass public and the limits of New Deal
liberalism has suffered from the dearth of compre-
hensive analyses of public opinion.

Although scholars such as Brinkley have noted that
rising “popular conservatism” put liberals on the
defensive in these years, most scholars have either
relied on just a few polls or confined themselves to a
specific policy domain. Few have compared public
opinion trends across time, issues, and social groups
to specify the contours of this rightward reaction.
Polenberg’s study of the New Deal’s decline in the
late 1930s, for instance, relies on a handful of polls
to justify the conclusion that “the New Deal declined
after 1937 because most Americans did not want to
extend it much further.”30 Other works examine
aspects of public opinion in isolation—attitudes
toward relief, social welfare, health insurance, price
controls, and ideological identification, for
example—but do not systematically connect their
findings to broader questions regarding the New
Deal regime.31 With regard to labor specifically, theand American Political Development: 1880–1980 (Madison: University

of Wisconsin Press, 1984).
25. Lichtenstein, “Politicized Unions and the New Deal

Model.”
26. Brinkley criticizes previous accounts of the New Deal as

excessively state-centered and calls for attention to the influence
of a “much broader array of social and political forces.” He also
claims, however, that the “questions of political economy . . . that
preoccupied liberals in the latter years of the New Deal” were rela-
tively insulated from mass-level pressures, existing “largely within
the world of elites—intersecting networks of liberal policymakers,
journalists, scholars and intellectuals.” Hence he focuses primarily
on elite-level debates. See Brinkley, The End of Reform, 12–13.

27. See also Alonzo L. Hamby, Beyond the New Deal: Harry
S. Truman and American Liberalism (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1973). For a critique of the claim that New Deal reformers
seriously contemplated a fundamental restructuring of the
economy, see Michael Brown, “State Capacity and Political
Choice: Interpreting the Failure of the Third New Deal,” Studies
in American Political Development 9, no. 1 (1995).

28. On consolidation, see Plotke, Building a Democratic Political
Order; Hamby, Beyond the New Deal. For accounts of how the Second
World War changed the liberal agenda, see Edwin Amenta and
Theda Skocpol, “Redefining the New Deal: World War II and the
Development of Social Provision in the United States,” in The Politics
of Social Policy in the United States, ed. Margaret Weir, Ann Shola
Orloff, and Theda Skocpol (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University

Press, 1988); David R. Mayhew, “Wars and American Politics,” Per-
spectives on Politics 3, no. 3 (2005).

29. Fones-Wolf, Selling Free Enterprise ; Harris, The Right to
Manage ; Meg Jacobs, “‘How About Some Meat?’: The Office of
Price Administration, Consumption Politics, and State Building
from the Bottom Up, 1941–1946,” Journal of American History 84,
no. 3 (1997); Lichtenstein, “From Corporatism to Collective Bar-
gaining”; Jonathan Bell, The Liberal State on Trial: The Cold War and
American Politics in the Truman Years (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2004).

30. Richard Polenberg, “The Decline of the New Deal, 1937–
1940,” in The New Deal: The National Level, ed. John Braeman, Robert
H. Bremner, and David Brody (Columbus: Ohio University Press,
1975), 255.

31. See, e.g., Katherine S. Newman and Elisabeth Jacobs,
“Brothers’ Keepers?,” Social Science and Modern Society 44, no. 5
(2007); Hazel Erskine, “The Polls: Government Role in Welfare,”
Public Opinion Quarterly 39 (1975); Michael Schiltz, “Public Attitudes
Toward Social Security, 1935–1965,” (Washington, DC: Social
Security Administration, 1970); Jacobs, “‘How About Some
Meat?’”; Christopher Ellis and James A. Stimson, “Symbolic Ideol-
ogy in the American Electorate,” Electoral Studies 28 (2009). Page
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anti-labor popular reaction in this period is often
acknowledged, sometimes with references to specific
polls, but has not been parsed in detail.32

The comparative neglect of public opinion in this
period is attributable in large part to problems of
data availability and quality. Until recently the early
poll data were not available in easily analyzable
form. In addition, these polls predate the develop-
ment of modern survey sampling, and thus the
samples must be reweighted to make them represen-
tative of the American public as a whole. Recent work
by Adam Berinsky and Eric Schickler has made it
possible to surmount these difficulties.33 The follow-
ing section provides a detailed discussion of the poll
data and the adjustments made to them.

PUBLIC OPINION POLLS, 1936–1945

Systematic public opinion surveys first became a pro-
minent feature of political life in the 1930s. Surveys
gained a respected place in national politics begin-
ning with the Democratic National Committee’s
employment of the pollster Emil Hurja to assist with
Roosevelt’s presidential campaign and with patron-
age allocation. Later in his administration, Roosevelt
unofficially consulted with Hadley Cantril, who
commissioned and interpreted polls on behalf of
the administration.34 Moreover, starting in the
mid-1930s, polling companies surveyed the public
about important issues on a regular basis.35 Between
1936 and 1945, the four main polling organiz-
ations—Cantril’s Office of Public Opinion Research

(OPOR), George Gallup’s American Institute of
Public Opinion (AIPO), the National Opinion
Research Center (NORC), and Elmo Roper’s epon-
ymous firm—conducted roughly 450 national surveys.

The surveys include numerous questions probing
respondents’ domestic and foreign policy attitudes.
There are many items probing attitudes toward labor
unions, government regulation of business, taxation,
redistribution, social security, relief policy, civil rights,
and a variety of other issues. In addition, most Gallup
polls asked about presidential vote intention and/or
recent presidential vote choice. The polls attracted
considerable attention at the time. George Gallup
reported results from his polls in a regular column syn-
dicated in over 100 newspapers by 1940.36 Fortune
magazine sponsored many of Roper’s surveys and reg-
ularly presented a detailed summary of the results;
Roper also popularized the results of his surveys with
a syndicated column starting in the early 1940s. News
coverage often referred to poll results.

Members of Congress were sufficiently concerned
about the implications of polling that there were
several resolutions proposed to investigate the indus-
try, and a Senate committee even held hearings to
explore the possibility that pollsters were biased
against Roosevelt after they underestimated his vote
share in the 1944 election.37 An early survey of 96
members of Congress found that while most denied
relying upon poll results to form their positions, 70
percent believed that other elected officials did so.38

The pollsters themselves wrote newspaper articles
defending their profession against charges of bias
and against the view that polls give rise to self-fulfilling
bandwagon effects.39 All of this suggests that the bur-
geoning polling enterprise not only offers us a poten-
tial window into what the public was thinking, but that
it had also become one of the sources of information
that politicians and other elites looked to in crafting
their political strategies.40

While several studies have made systematic use of
some of these data,41 in general scholars have been

and Shapiro’s comprehensive survey of American public opinion
extends back to the mid-1930s, but many of the polls we examine
were not available for direct analysis at the time that book was
written; see Benjamin I. Page and Robert Y. Shapiro, The Rational
Public: Fifty Years of Trends in Americans’ Policy Preferences (Chicago:
University of Chicago, 1992), 42–46.

32. See, for example, Hadley Cantril, “The Issues—As Seen by
the American People,” Public Opinion Quarterly 8, no. 3 (1944);
Zieger, The CIO; Brinkley, The End of Reform, Chapter 9.

33. Adam J. Berinsky and Eric Schickler, “The American Mass
Public in the 1930s and 1940s [Computer file].” Individual surveys
conducted by the Gallup Organization, Roper Organization,
NORC, and The Office of Public Opinion Research [producers],
1936–1945: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University
of Connecticut [distributor] (2011); and Adam J. Berinsky, et al.,
“Revisiting Public Opinion in the 1930s and 1940s,” PS: Political
Science and Politics 44(3) (2011): 515–520.

34. Robert M. Eisinger and Jeremy Brown, “Polling as a Means
Toward Presidential Autonomy: Emil Hurja, Hadley Cantril and the
Roosevelt Administration,” International Journal of Public Opinion
Research 10, no. 3 (1998); Robert M. Eisinger, The Evolution of Presi-
dential Polling (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003). The
FDR Presidential Library in Hyde Park, NY, contains a wealth of
largely unstudied material devoted to the work of Hurja and
Cantril.

35. Jean M. Converse, Survey Research in the United States: Roots
and Emergence (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987);
Sarah Igo, The Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens, and the Making
of a Mass Public (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007).

36. Igo, The Averaged American.
37. Converse, Survey Research in the United States.
38. George F. Lewis, Jr., “The Congressmen Look at the Polls,”

Public Opinion Quarterly 4, no. 2 (1939).
39. See, for example, George Gallup, “Public Opinion Polls

Important in Democracy,” Washington Post, August 6, 1939.
40. Polling may have had particularly complicated implications

for Southern politicians. In a political system that had substantial
authoritarian features yet also claimed to be democratic and repre-
sentative, polls may have posed a challenge for political elites. Polls
had the potential to construct a “public” in the South that
expressed views distinct from those of the political elites who
claimed to speak for the region. A key question for future research
is how Southern elites thought about and responded to the onset of
opinion polling in the region. We thank Richard Bensel for
suggesting this line of inquiry.

41. These works include Matthew A. Baum and Samuel
Kernell, “Economic Class and Popular Support for Franklin Roose-
velt in War and Peace,” Public Opinion Quarterly 65 (2001); Gregory
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reluctant to draw upon them, for two reasons. First,
the data files themselves are generally in poor
shape. The data contain numerous miscodings and
some codebooks do not include the codes necessary
to decipher important questions, such as the respon-
dent’s occupation. Second, the data were collected
using quota-controlled sampling techniques that
have since been largely discredited. In quota
sampling, pollsters seek to interview certain predeter-
mined proportions of people from particular seg-
ments of the population.42 While some pollsters
used quotas to ensure that their samples matched
the population distributions of the quota variables,43

others designed quotas to produce sample pro-
portions that differed systematically from the popu-
lation. George Gallup was most interested in
predicting elections, so he drew samples to represent
each population segment in proportion to the votes it
usually cast in elections. Because Southerners,
African Americans, and women turned out at low
rates in this period, these groups were deliberately
underrepresented in Gallup’s polls. For example,
the 1940 Census found that 50 percent of the U.S.
population was female, 10 percent was African Amer-
ican, and 31 percent lived in the South. By contrast, a
December, 1940 Gallup poll included only 34 percent
women, 3 percent African Americans, and 13 percent
Southerners.44 Thus, the Gallup data that scholars
have used to represent the voice of the mass public
in fact comes from a skewed sample of that public.

The practice of quota sampling also introduced
unintended distortions. Apart from having to fulfill
certain demographic quotas, interviewers were given
much discretion to select particular citizens to inter-
view. Since interviewers preferred to work in safer
areas and tended to survey approachable respondents,
the “public” they interviewed often differed markedly

from the public writ large. For example, the 1940
Census indicated that about 10 percent of the popu-
lation had at least some college education, while
almost 30 percent of a typical 1940 Gallup sample
had attended college. Similarly, polls conducted by
Gallup and Roper tended to include more “pro-
fessionals” than identified by the Census. The skew in
these variables is not surprising, given that education
and occupation were not quota categories. It is likely
that professionals and the highly educated were more
willing to be interviewed and, as a result, comprise a dis-
proportionately large share in these samples.

With support from the National Science Foun-
dation, Eric Schickler and Adam Berinsky have led a
research team working to make the data suitable for
analysis. This team has recoded the datasets, which
has involved ferreting out and correcting many
errors and inconsistencies in the original datasets.
As part of the project, a series of post-stratification
weights were developed that allow for better infer-
ences about mass opinion. In aggregate analysis, the
data are weighted on education levels, occupation,
phone access, and those quota category variables—
such as gender and region—that can be matched to
census data. If education levels were available, cell
weights were created using education, gender,
region, and race.45 If the survey did not contain a
measure of education, cell weights were calculated
using a dummy variable for “professional” occu-
pation, gender, region, and race. If neither education
nor a reliable occupation variable was available,
raking weights were created based on the marginals
of gender, region, phone access, and race.46 The
necessary population counts for the 1940 Census
are available from the Integrated Public Use Micro-
data Series47; we supplement these data with aggre-
gate Census records of phone access. Even when
weighting makes only a modest difference in con-
clusions, it nonetheless provides more confidence
that our estimates are not attributable to problematic
sample design.48 The recodes and weights will beA. Caldeira, “Public Opinion and The U.S. Supreme Court: FDR’s

Court-Packing Plan,” American Political Science Review 81, no. 4
(1987); Newman and Jacobs, “Brothers’ Keepers?”; Helmut
Norpoth, Victor Lange, and Michael Morzenti, “Voting in
Wartime: The 1944 Election” (paper presented at the Midwest Pol-
itical Science Association Annual Meeting, Chicago, 2009); Schiltz,
“Public Attitudes Toward Social Security”; Kay Lehman Schlozman
and Sidney Verba, Injury to Insult: Unemployment, Class, and Political
Response (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979);
M. Stephen Weatherford and Boris Sergeyev, “Thinking about
Economic Interests: Class and Recession in the New Deal,” Political
Behavior 22 (2000).

42. For a description of quota-sampling practices, see Adam J.
Berinsky, “American Public Opinion in the 1930s and 1940s: The
Analysis of Quota-Controlled Sample Survey Data,” Public Opinion
Quarterly 70, no. 4 (2006).

43. See Elmo Roper, “Sampling Public Opinion,” Journal of the
American Statistical Association 35, no. 210, Part 1 (1940).

44. These figures are typical of the polls we have examined
through the early 1940s. By the mid-1940s, however, Gallup
adjusted his gender quotas to interview equal numbers of men
and women. This change in the composition of the sample
makes it difficult to track real changes in opinion over time.

45. Race was included as a separate weighting category for
those surveys that had at least 20 African-American respondents
in the sample (nearly all of the Gallup, Roper, and NORC polls
had more than 20 African Americans; several OPOR polls did
not). When race was used as a weighting variable for the purposes
of creating cell weights, whites were weighted using the full stratifi-
cation table (gender by region by occupation/education), but, due
to small sample sizes, blacks were only weighted on the basis of
gender.

46. Raking matches cell counts to the marginal distribution of
the variables used in the weighting scheme, but ignores infor-
mation available in the joint distribution of the weighting variables.
We rely on raking weights because we lack cross-tabular information
on phone ownership (e.g., phone by gender).

47. Steven Ruggles et al., “Integrated Public Use Microdata
Series: Version 3.0” (Minneapolis: Minnesota Population Center,
2004).

48. Adam J. Berinsky and Eric Schickler, “The American Mass
Public in the 1930s and 1940s,” (National Science Foundation,
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made publicly available through the Roper Archive at
the University of Connecticut by the end of 2011.49

As noted above, we aim in this article to provide the
first detailed look at this new data source for under-
standing the development of New Deal liberalism.
Before presenting our findings, it is important to
note some of the limitations in the data. First, while
the weights improve the representativeness of the
sampling, they are no substitute for a correctly exe-
cuted probability sample. Given interviewer discre-
tion to select respondents, one can never be certain
that the individuals within a sample cell used in
weighting (e.g., female Southern high school gradu-
ates) are representative of that broader group.50

Second, the sampling frame used by Gallup, in par-
ticular, greatly limits what one can say about Southern
African Americans. Since Gallup generally excluded
Southern blacks from his samples, we can talk of
Southern white opinion but not of Southern
opinion as a whole. Given that Southern whites domi-
nated the electorate at the time, this means that we
can examine the extent to which Southern elites mir-
rored the policies that the effective electorate favored,
but not how different that electorate was from the full
Southern population.

A possible third concern is that some of Gallup’s
practices, such as his effort to predict elections
(rather than interview a descriptively representative
sample) and his reliance on a large number of part-
time interviewers, make his surveys less reliable for
estimating white Americans’ opinion, even when
one weights the data. Cantril’s classic study of survey
methods, however, provides evidence that Gallup’s
interviewers actually performed about as well as
other survey houses.51 Nonetheless, we replicated
the main analyses in this article (e.g., Figures 4a and

4b) dropping all of the Gallup surveys. Fortunately,
the findings remained robust when we did so (a sup-
plementary online appendix, posted at http://igs.ber
keley.edu/schickler/docs/Schickler_Caughey_online_
appendix_2011.pdf, includes these additional figures
and a list of the survey questions used). In sum, we
believe that systematic analysis of public opinion
toward labor unions and other facets of New Deal
liberalism offers important insights into the political
contestation surrounding the consolidation and
expansion of New Deal liberalism, but we readily
acknowledge that a degree of circumspection is
necessary in making inferences about the broader
mass public from each specific survey result.

PUBLIC OPINION ON LABOR ISSUES

Labor policy was the issue on which conservative
Southern Democrats and Northern Republicans in
Congress united most frequently and aggressively in
the late 1930s. Examining Democratic Congresses
between 1937 and 1952, Schickler and Pearson identify
forty-four conservative initiatives that were reported to
the House floor by the Rules Committee over the
opposition of the Democratic administration and key
party leaders.52 Of these, fifteen primarily involved
labor–management relations, and several others
involved farm labor (e.g., draft deferments for farm
labor or incorporating farm labor costs into parity
prices). Examples of these initiatives include a 1937 res-
olution to investigate the sit-down strikes,53 Howard
Smith’s (D-VA) 1939 investigation of the NLRB, and
the series of anti-strike bills proposed by Smith and
his conservative allies starting in 1941 (which culmi-
nated in enactment of the Smith–Connally Act of
1943 and Truman’s veto of the Case anti-strike bill of
1946).54 Republican and Southern Democratic
members of Congress clearly viewed the status quo
labor policies adopted in the 1930s as unacceptable,
and they joined forces to overcome Northern Demo-
cratic and union opposition to reversing those
policies.

We argue that the conservative resurgence in Con-
gress was rooted at least in part in a broad-based
popular reaction against perceived labor union radic-
alism that emerged in 1937 and persisted with great
consistency through 1945. While this anti-labor turn
is evident among Northern Democrats as well as
Southerners, it was particularly consequential in the

Collaborative Research Grant, 2006); Adam Berinsky et al., “Revisit-
ing Public Opinion in the 1930s and 1940s.”

49. One might argue that the unweighted marginals were
more politically relevant, given that politicians would see these
numbers and that the samples were intended to approximate the
voting public. There is some truth to this view. To the extent that
polls had a direct impact on politicians’ views, the unweighted
numbers are highly informative. However, observers at the time
did note that the polls tended to underestimate Roosevelt’s vote
share, which suggests that politicians likely also saw the potential
for bias in the polls. To the extent that politicians found that the
results in the voting booth—or other sources of constituent
opinion—conflicted with the polling results, it is not clear that
they would accept the poll numbers as decisive. More importantly,
leaving aside any direct effects of polls on politicians’ views, the
weighted data should give us a more solid basis for making
inferences about the underlying contours of public opinion,
which formed a backdrop for politicians’ maneuvering (and
were a target of that maneuvering). Adam J. Berinsky and Eric
Schickler, “The American Mass Public in the 1930s and 1940s
[Computer file].”

50. In other words, one must assume that conditional on the
weighting variables, individuals not included in the sample are
“missing at random.”

51. Cantril, “The Issues,” 83–97.

52. Eric Schickler and Kathryn Pearson, “Agenda Control,
Majority Party Power, and the House Committee on Rules, 1937–
52,” Legislative Studies Quarterly 34, no. 4 (2009).

53. The resolution was rejected on the House floor despite the
support of nearly all of the Republicans and half of the Southern
Democrats.

54. Whereas Roosevelt’s veto of Smith–Connally was overrid-
den, Truman’s Case bill veto was upheld (but provisions of the
bill were incorporated in Taft-Hartley the following year).
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South, where attitudes toward labor shifted from
ambivalence to outright hostility. The strength of
anti-labor sentiment in the South provided a mass
basis for a Republican–Southern Democratic alliance
that would define crucial contours of New Deal liber-
alism. This alliance was helped along by Republicans’
willingness to cooperate with Southerners in blocking
civil rights measures in the mid-1940s, which
coincided at the mass level with Northern Republi-
cans’ increasing conservatism on civil rights relative
to Northern Democrats.55 Economic and racial liber-
alism became increasingly aligned at the mass level by
the end of the 1930s,56 but liberals of all stripes faced
a political landscape shaped in part by broad popular
anger at the coalitional player arguably most essential
to liberal success: organized labor.57

The first opinion polls from 1936 include very few
items on labor policy, a telling indication that union
power was not yet viewed as a major political issue.
For example, a January 1936 Roper poll asked respon-
dents: “Do you believe that any of the following abuse
their power?: Bankers, Press, Radio, Pulpit, Veterans.”
Labor unions were not even offered as a response
option, suggesting that unions were not, in the
immediate aftermath of passage of the Wagner Act,
viewed as particularly powerful.58 Two years later,
however, labor unions were listed as a response
option when Roper asked “Which of these is most
in need of reform?” Indeed, unions were by far the
top choice: while 38 percent of respondents claimed
that labor unions were “most in need of reform,”
just 14 percent listed public utilities, 13 percent
listed stock exchanges, and 4 percent cited the
Supreme Court.59 This theme continued to be

prominent over the next few years. For example, in
April 1944, Roper offered an open-ended question
asking, “Are there any special groups that you feel
had too much influence over Congress in the past
year or so?” If the respondent answered yes, he or
she was asked, “What groups?” Of the respondents
identifying a group, 47 percent named labor unions
(either in general or the CIO specifically), as com-
pared to 14 percent that named a group associated
with Wall Street, business, or finance.60 The same
year, Gallup asked respondents: “Which would you
prefer to have influence the government more
strongly—big business or labor unions?” (February
1944). Despite the use of the normally pejorative
label “big business,” a plurality of 41 percent pre-
ferred big business, as compared to 32.5 percent
favoring labor unions.61 An overwhelming majority
of Southerners favored “big business” power, and
the North was split down the middle.

Why did a substantial portion of the public come to
view labor unions—even more than business
groups—as having too much influence in American
politics? As Patterson and others have noted, a key
precipitating event was likely the wave of sit-down
strikes that began in December 1936.62 These strikes
resulted in notable successes, such as when the
UAW, which was part of the recently formed CIO,
won recognition at both General Motors and Chrysler
in early 1937.63 They also garnered immense national
publicity: between December 29, 1936, and February
28, 1937, more than 150 front-page stories in the
Chicago Tribune, Washington Post, New York Times, and
Los Angeles Times discussed the sit-down strikes.64

Public ambivalence or hostility toward unions, and
toward the CIO in particular, first becomes evident in
polls conducted during the sit-down strikes.65
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searching for front-page stories mentioning all of the following key-
words: “sit down,” “strike or strikers,” and “General Motors.” The
Tribune was the first to give heavy coverage to the strikes, but the
Post and Times included fifty-three front-page stories in January
and another fifty-three in February. The Los Angeles Times was
slower to focus on the strikes but included eleven front-page
stories on the sit-down strikes in February (after just two in January).

65. As noted above, there were very few poll questions about
unions prior to the sit-down strikes. The few exceptions include a
July 1936 Roper survey, which asked: “Do you believe all wage
earners should belong to a labor union?” According to Roper, 29
percent chose “all workers,” as compared to 8 percent for “most,”
23 percent for “some,” and 25 percent for “none.” We do not
have the individual-level data for this survey, so these numbers are
unweighted. The crosstabs presented by Roper suggest that the
most hostile region was the Plains—just 18 percent favored all or
most workers belonging to unions. The friendliest area was the
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Figure 1 summarizes the results from a series of
Gallup poll items relating to the sit-down strikes.
The figure compares the percentage of pro-labor
responses among three groups: FDR voters in the
North, Landon voters in the North, and all white
Southerners.66 The juxtaposition of these

percentages illustrates the ideologically intermediate
position of white Southerners relative to the two
Northern partisan groups, who were quite polarized
on this issue.67

Immediately after the sit-down strikes began,
Gallup asked respondents: “In the current General
Motors strike are your sympathies with the John
L. Lewis group of striking employees, or with the
employers?” In that January 1937 poll, the public
was nearly evenly divided; the unweighted responses
suggest a narrow plurality sympathized with GM, but
the weighted numbers suggest that 37 percent
favored the union, as compared to 32 percent who
favored GM, with the remainder uncertain. The
regional breakdown of support is striking in light of
later developments: Southern white respondents sup-
ported the union at the same rate as Northerners.68

As the strife in Michigan wore on, however, opinion
shifted decisively against the strikers. An identically
worded question in February 1937 suggested that
42 percent of the public now favored GM, as com-
pared to 32 percent favoring the strikers.69 Once
again, the South was similar to the rest of the
country, splitting 42 percent to 29 percent in favor
of GM. The data also suggest a sharp class skew in
the responses: professionals, businesspeople, and
(to a slightly lesser extent) skilled workers opposed
the union by a wide margin, while unskilled workers
and the unemployed backed the strikers by a fifteen-
point margin.

Gallup also began polling respondents about their
preferred policy response to the sit-down strikes in
late February 1937. Initially, Gallup asked whether
the respondent wanted “this state” to pass legislation
“making the sit-down strikes illegal.” The breakdown
was 60 percent in favor and 28 percent opposed,
with the remainder undecided. Southern white
respondents were a bit more anti-strike than the rest
of the country (65% in favor of banning the strikes,

Fig. 1. Comparison of percentages of pro-labor
responses to sit-down strikes among Northern
Democrats, Northern Republicans, and white South-
erners. (A) “Do you think that state and local auth-
orities should use force in removing sit-down
strikers?” (B) “Do you think this state should pass
legislation making sit-down strikes illegal?” (C) “In
the current General Motors strike are your sympathies
with the John L. Lewis group of striking employees, or
with the employers?” (D) “Should the militia be
called out whenever strike trouble threatens?” (E) “In
the present dispute between Henry Ford and the
Automobile Workers union, are your sympathies with
Ford or with the Union?” (F) “Would you like to see
John L. Lewis succeed in organizing the Ford Motor
Company?”

Mountain States (68.5% favored all or most workers belonging to
unions). A March 1936 Gallup survey asked “Are you in favor of
stronger labor unions?” A small majority (53 percent vs. 47
percent) answered in the affirmative. Again, the lack of individual
level data means that we cannot weight this item and, unfortunately,
Gallup did not repeat the same question later. A July 1936 Gallup
survey asked a question that was repeated later on: “Are you in
favor of labor unions?” A healthy 76 percent majority responded
in favor, but again this is a few months before the period for
which we have individual-level data. Southern respondents mir-
rored the national distribution on this item. When the question
was asked later, there was continued widespread support for
unions, but the margin was smaller than in this first poll.

66. Since party identification is not available in most of the
early surveys, presidential vote choice is used in classifying Demo-
crats and Republicans. For polls with party identification, the
results are similar regardless of which measure is used. The

figures provide the percentage giving the liberal response of those
with an opinion (that is, with “don’t knows” removed from the
analysis). An important caveat to remember when interpreting
plots over longer periods of time is that partisan groups are not
entirely stable. In polls conducted between November 1936 and
November 1940, for example, partisanship is defined with refer-
ence to FDR’s landslide reelection of 1936, whereas during the
period 1940 to 1944 the reference point was the much closer
1940 election.

67. Since the overwhelming majority of white Southerners
backed Roosevelt, the estimated levels of support are extremely
similar if one focuses on Southern FDR voters only rather than
all Southern whites.

68. Support for the strikers did not vary much across regions,
except for the east central states, which were the least supportive
(with a plurality favoring GM). These states—Michigan, Ohio,
Indiana, and Illinois—were the ones most directly exposed to the
strikes, of course.

69. The unweighted numbers—which are what politicians
likely attended to—were even more one-sided: a 48 percent to 29
percent GM advantage.
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with 22% opposed). When the same item was
repeated in March 1937 and again in February
1939, the distribution of responses was similar. The
1939 survey shows the most lopsided margin in favor
of banning the strikes (64%–22%). It is worth
noting that, in each case, a clear plurality of Northern
Roosevelt voters favored making the strikes illegal.

From March to December 1937, Gallup also repeat-
edly asked about “using force” to remove the sit-down
strikers. The March survey revealed a slim majority in
favor of using force (51% to 37%, with 12% unsure).
By December 1937, 64 percent favored the use of
force, as compared to 23 percent opposed. Support
for using force was particularly strong in the South,
but Southern whites were still less likely to endorse
the use of force against strikers than were Northern
Republicans. In addition, even Northern FDR voters
offered plurality support for the use of force (with
the margin quite small in March and April but sub-
stantial in December 1937). As one might expect, a
clear majority of both AFL and CIO members
opposed using force, as did a majority of unskilled
workers and the unemployed (including non-union
members in the latter two groups). But beyond
those groups, hostility to the sit-down strikes appears
to have been widespread.

While we lack panel data to trace changes in indi-
vidual opinion, those questions that were repeated
over time suggest at least some deterioration in
support for the strikes during 1937 (see Figure 1).
Further evidence can be found in a June 1937
Gallup poll, which asked whether respondents’ atti-
tude toward unions had changed during the past six
months, and if so, in which direction. Half of the
respondents reported that their views had changed;
of these, 70 percent claimed to be more negative
toward unions than they had been six months
earlier.70

Given the persistence of anti-union attitudes long
after the sit-down strike wave ended, it would be
wrong to attribute organized labor’s troubles entirely
to the strikes. Indeed, popular support for union-
friendly policies decreased still further as the United
States mobilized for and entered the Second World
War. Instead, the reaction to the sit-downs is better
viewed as indicative of the structural obstacles con-
fronting the labor movement over the long term.
For all of the anger at business in the Depression
years, movements that seemed to promise a funda-
mental reordering of authority relations faced con-
siderable public skepticism.71 Social movements in

subsequent decades faced a similarly hostile response
to their use of socially disruptive tactics.72 Further-
more, unions confronted an organized opposition
interest, business, which had the resources and motiv-
ation to capitalize upon this public reaction. The mass
public’s ambivalence toward unions provided a favor-
able backdrop for corporations intent on fighting
strikes and unions with threats, coercion, and other
aggressive tactics. In this hostile climate, the CIO
faced the challenge of harnessing the shop-floor
energy and anger that gave rise to such innovations
as the sit-down, without at the same time alienating
the public as a whole.73 The breadth of the CIO’s
agenda as it took shape in the late 1930s—incorporat-
ing civil rights and national health insurance, among
other issues—accentuated this challenge. Thus, from
the start, the CIO’s broad constituency and ambitious
political goals made it an inviting target for conserva-
tives. From this perspective, the sit-down strikes are
best viewed as the first in a series of sparks for
anti-labor drives.

The sit-down strikes are also the first of many
examples of congressional conservatives seeking to
capitalize upon and exacerbate popular anger
against unions. As noted above, congressional conser-
vatives moved immediately to investigate the sit-down
strikes. Although the overwhelmingly Democratic
House rejected the initial investigative resolution
when it was brought to the floor, in 1938 the Dies
Special Committee on Un-American Activities,
chaired by conservative Texas Democrat Martin
Dies, targeted the sit-down strikes in its first round
of widely publicized inquiries. Beyond attempting to
link the strikes to communist influence, the Dies
Committee sought to show that the strikers had
received tacit support from Michigan Democratic
Governor Frank Murphy, who lost his reelection bid
later that fall. Newspaper accounts at the time attrib-
uted Murphy’s defeat to the Dies Committee investi-
gation, which, along with overwhelmingly negative
press coverage, helped fuel public anger over the
sit-down strikes.74

Ideally, we would seek to determine the direct
effect on public opinion of the Dies Committee’s

70. The South and North look similar on this measure.
71. Daniel Bell, “Industrial Conflict and Public Opinion,” in
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sevelt administration to adopt a more moderate course over the
next four years, and that a plurality favored such a course.

72. See the analyses of popular responses to the tactics used by
the civil rights, anti-war, and women’s movement in Page and
Shapiro, The Rational Public.

73. Zieger, The CIO.
74. George Gallup, “Causes of the Swing to the Right Ana-
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activities and other conservative initiatives. Unfortu-
nately, our data are not well suited for such purposes,
which would require, at minimum, identical ques-
tions asked shortly before and after the event in ques-
tion.75 Instead, polling organizations usually started
asking relevant questions after the story had already
broken.76 The earliest survey questions on union
communism, for example, were asked in August
1938, during the Dies Committee’s first exposé of
communism in the CIO.77 In that survey, 60 percent
of respondents agreed that “communists have influ-
ence in labor unions,” with roughly a quarter of the
public claiming further that communists had “very
much” influence. Perhaps because the survey was con-
ducted before word of the investigations had time to
spread very widely, Southern whites were less likely
than other respondents to agree that unions were
influenced by communists (47% vs. 60% overall).

Over time, as unions were targeted by repeated
congressional investigations, including several Dies
Committee hearings and Howard Smith’s probe of
the NLRB, the view that unions had considerable
communist influence seems to have grown. In an
October 1941 Gallup poll, 62 percent of respondents
replied in the affirmative when asked, “Do you believe
that many labor union leaders are communists?,”
compared to just 24 percent who answered negatively.
By that time, Southern whites were eleven points
more likely than Northern whites to agree that
many union leaders were communist. While these
results do not prove that the investigations influenced
public opinion, they are consistent with the idea that
Southern Democratic elites, working with their GOP
allies, stoked the association between unions and
radicalism through investigations and other tools.

In the late 1930s, pollsters began asking respon-
dents about their views on a different issue: employer
policies regarding the “union shop,” the “closed

shop,” and their alternative, the “open shop.”78 This
issue was, of course, a major concern for unions,
since the open shop would undermine their ability
to gain and maintain a substantial membership base
across industries. Figure 2 summarizes the results
from a series of survey items on this issue conducted
between 1937 and 1945. It plots the percentage of
liberal (that is, pro-union) responses to questions
about the union, closed, and open shops. The
results suggest that in this period a healthy majority
of the public opposed both the closed and union
shops and instead favored the open shop.79 This
result holds for both the questions that asked directly
about these arrangements (e.g., “Are you in favor of
the so-called ‘closed shop’—that is, hiring only
persons who are already members of the union to
work in a factory or a mine?”) and questions that
offered respondents a choice among the open,
union, and closed shops. As one might expect,
Republican voters were overwhelmingly opposed to
the union and closed shops. On this issue, Souther-
ners looked more like Northern Republicans than
like Northern Democrats.80 Even Northern Demo-
crats were closely divided, however, with a majority
generally opposing the closed shop.

While changes in question wording require that
temporal trends be interpreted with caution,
support for the closed shop appears to have dropped
substantially, hitting a low point around 1942. This
drop occurred among all groups except Northern
Republicans, whose support was very low to begin
with. Southern whites, whose support for the pro-
labor position at the beginning of this period was
about the same as that of all Northern whites,
ended up at about the level of Northern Republicans.
Against this backdrop of minority and declining
support for the closed shop, the War Labor Board’s
(WLB) adoption of “maintenance of membership”
clauses as a standard for wartime labor contracts
can be seen as a significant boost to unions, providing
a stable source of union dues even in the face of
popular skepticism toward such programs.81 When a

75. Lazarsfeld and his collaborators’ classic “opinion leader-
ship” studies, for example, were based on panel surveys with
dense sampling of particular communities, “which made it possible
to locate changes almost as soon as they occurred and then to cor-
relate change with the influences reaching the decision-maker”;
Elihu Katz, “The Two-Step Flow of Communication: An Up-To-Date
Report on an Hypothesis,” Public Opinion Quarterly 21, no. 1 (1957):
64. See also Elihu Katz and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence: The
Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass Communications (Glencoe, IL:
Free Press, 1955). Zaller’s work on elite cues and opinion flows also
relies on panel data or a well-timed series of repeated items, as well
as detailed information on respondents’ media consumption and
political information; see John R. Zaller, The Nature and Origins of
Mass Opinion (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992).

76. Of course, the reactions of polling organizations could be
considered part of the effect of the investigations themselves.

77. It appears that Gallup went into the field right before the
first Dies hearing focused on CIO communism. Unfortunately,
the data file does not indicate the date each individual respondent
was interviewed. The timing of the survey question’s inclusion
suggests that Gallup may have known about the upcoming
hearing and included the item on union communism in antici-
pation of news coverage of Dies’s work.

78. The “closed shop” refers to the requirement that an
employer only hire union members; the “union shop” refers to
the slightly looser stipulation that any non-union workers must
join the union upon being hired. An “open shop” is one in which
there is no requirement that workers join or contribute dues to a
labor union.

79. While the figure excludes “don’t know” responses, a
majority of all respondents—including “don’t knows”—opposed
the closed and union shops in the surveys.

80. In the first two surveys asking about the closed shop,
Southern whites appear less conservative than Northern Republi-
cans. By 1942, however, the two groups appear indistinguishable.

81. Maintenance of membership required that employees who
were members of the union at the time a labor agreement was
made, or who later joined the union, had to remain members
until the agreement expired. While Atleson grants that mainten-
ance of membership offered important benefits to unions, he
charges that WLB decision-making processes and criteria gave
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1944 Gallup survey asked about maintenance of mem-
bership,82 just 24 percent of the respondents favored
the plan, with 60 percent opposed and the remainder
undecided. Roughly the same percentage of
Southern whites and Northern Republicans backed
“maintenance of membership” (15% and 14%
respectively). Strikingly, Roosevelt voters in the
North also opposed the policy by a 50 percent to 31
percent margin, underscoring how Northern Demo-
crats were divided over pro-labor policies. Again,
this reinforces the message that while Southern
whites had become distinctive in their degree of
opposition to pro-union policies, the broader North-
ern public also tilted against union priorities.

Public concern about union power and tactics con-
tinued throughout the war years. For example, across
a range of polls from 1941 to 1945, more than 70
percent of respondents supported banning strikes in
war industries.83 Southern respondents were

consistently among the most eager to ban strikes and
punish strikers during the war, but even Northern
Roosevelt voters favored banning strikes in war indus-
tries. Indeed, when asked in July 1945 about banning
all strikes during the war, 79 percent of respondents
agreed, including 74 percent of Northern Roosevelt
voters. These data suggest that the “no strike” pledge
made by union leaders following Pearl Harbor, while
criticized by some observers for taming shop-floor acti-
vism, may well have been a necessary concession to a
hostile public and Congress.84

While one might argue that poll questions about
wartime strikes would have been particularly likely
to give rise to anti-union responses, other items that
did not reference strikes depicted a similar public

Fig. 2. Trends in attitudes toward the closed, union, and open shops (question wordings are roughly
comparable over time). The exact wording is available in an online appendix posted at: http://igs.berkeley.
edu/schickler/docs/Schickler_Caughey_online_appendix_2011.pdf

rise to a more bureaucratic union movement that failed to capita-
lize on shop-floor militancy; Atleson, Labor and the Wartime State.
As Workman argues, however, the WLB was clearly seen by partici-
pants at the time as a union ally, and its decisions gave a much-
needed boost to unions that were in a vulnerable position;
Andrew Workman, “Creating the National War Labor Board: Frank-
lin Roosevelt and the Politics of State Building in the Early 1940s,”
Journal of Policy History 12 (2000). See also Lichtenstein, “Politicized
Unions and the New Deal Model”; Zieger, The CIO.

82. The question wording was: “Do you favor or oppose ‘main-
tenance of membership’—that is, requiring a person who joins a
union to continue to belong to that union in order to hold his job?”

83. Kornhauser rightly argues that these poll questions were
worded in a manner that might have generated greater anti-labor
responses (since they did not mention alternative solutions to
labor troubles other than an anti-strike law); see Arthur

Kornhauser, “Are Public Opinion Polls Fair to Organized Labor,”
Public Opinion Quarterly 10 (Winter 1946–47). The absolute percen-
tage opposing strikes or unions in response to any particular ques-
tion may not be significant, but the general tenor across the range
of items—including open-ended questions—clearly indicates the
breadth of the popular anger toward unions.

84. Martin Glaberman, Wartime Strikes: The Struggle Against the
No Strike Pledge in the UAW During World War II (Detroit: Bewick Edi-
tions, 1980); Nelson Lichtenstein, Labor’s War at Home: The CIO in
World War II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987). The
latter work portrays the wildcat strikers and militant shop stewards
of the war years as “heroic figures, a vibrant, combative opposition
not only to the warfare state, but to management and union
bureaucracy alike”; Nelson Lichtenstein, Labor’s War at Home: The
CIO in World War II: With a New Introduction by the Author (Philadel-
phia: Temple University Press, 2003), xxii. Lichtenstein’s later
work, however, gives greater weight to the constraints confronting
union leaders and to the fragile gains during the war years; see,
for example, Lichtenstein, “Politicized Unions and the New Deal
Model.”
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mood. For example, in March 1941, Gallup asked
respondents: “Do you think labor union leaders are
helping the national defense production program as
much as they should?” Just 17 percent of respondents
answered in the affirmative, as compared to 67
percent who said union leaders had not been
helpful. Once again, even Northern Roosevelt voters
responded that union leaders had not done as
much as they should (59% “no” vs. 23% “yes”),
though Republicans and Southerners were even
more negative. The same survey asked about “indus-
trial (business) leaders,” with much different results:
49 percent responded that business leaders had
done as much as they should, as compared to 32
percent who said that business leaders had not
done as much as they should.

It is worth emphasizing that a majority of Ameri-
cans continued to support the right to strike in peace-
time and were in favor of the right to organize unions.
Still, the evident widespread anger over (the relatively
few) wartime strikes seems to have further eroded
unions’ standing with the public. Thus, when
Gallup asked in early May 1943 whether respondents’
views of unions had changed over the past year, 38
percent reported being less supportive, as compared
to 5 percent who were more supportive than a year
earlier. Forty-seven percent of white Southerners
claimed to have become less supportive of unions,
and only 3 percent claimed to be more so, while 38
percent of Northern whites claimed to be less suppor-
tive, 6 percent more supportive. Even 36 percent of
Roosevelt voters in the North claimed to have
become less in favor of unions, as compared to 7
percent who claimed to have become more in favor.

Figure 3, which focuses on the limited number of
repeated labor union questions on polls over time,
underscores the increasingly difficult political
context facing unions. The figure puts the items on
a common scale by using the level of pro-union
support for each question as of 1937 as a baseline.
The evidence points to an overall decline in union
support (Figure 3a). Interestingly, this decline hits
both Northern Democrats and white Southerners
(Figures 3c and 3d). But since white Southerners
started with a lower support level than Northern
Democrats, the decline drives them all the way
down to the same support level as Northern Republi-
cans (see also Figure 4b below). Northern Republi-
cans, who had come to encompass a much larger
share of the Northern electorate by the mid-1940s
than they had in 1937, began the period much less
supportive of unions than Democrats and remained
reasonably stable in absolute terms (Figure 3b).85

A key question is to what extent the public reaction
against the sit-down strikes and war strikes—along
with public resistance to the union and closed
shops—forced labor unions to temper their ambi-
tions and accept a more limited place in American
politics. Brinkley highlights the importance of exter-
nal pressures in encouraging unions to adopt the
no-strike pledge during the war and, more generally,
to moderate their demands for far-reaching structural
changes. But he also emphasizes the role that internal
splits and ideological shifts within the movement
played in drawing unions away from a broader, refor-
mist vision. In particular, Brinkley distinguishes those
labor leaders, such as John L. Lewis, who promoted
an independent labor movement in support of
“industrial democracy,” from pragmatists, such as
Sidney Hillman, who sought a close alliance with
the Democratic Party.86 “The postwar political land-
scape,” he writes:

might have looked very different if leaders
more like Lewis than Hillman had managed
to shape trade union decisions in those years
. . . . But in the conservative climate of the
1940s and 1950s, it is difficult to imagine
labor achieving much more . . . with a more
radical leadership. The “lost alternative” of
the 1940s was probably not labor’s emergence
as an equal partner within the industrial
economy. It was, rather, the survival of an inde-
pendent social and political force capable of
raising challenges to existing ideas and insti-
tutions from a position of relative weakness.87

There is little doubt that divisions within the labor
movement, particularly the AFL–CIO split, were
extremely damaging. But it is also worth emphasizing
the extent to which Lewis’s aggressiveness, magnified
by extraordinarily negative press coverage, made him
a negative symbol even before World War II. An early
example of this is from October 1937, when Roper
asked “Can you think of any well-known man in
business or industry of whom you approve? If yes,
who? Can you think of any such well-known man of
whom you disapprove? If yes, who?” In response to
this open-ended question, John L. Lewis was easily
the top individual selected for “most disapproved”—
with over 30 percent selecting Lewis (as compared
to 18% for Henry Ford, 7% for J.P. Morgan, and 6%

85. Since the composition of Northern Republicans changed
over time—going from a hard core of Landon supporters in 1936
to 1937 to a larger group of Willkie and Dewey voters during the
war years—it is possible that if one focused on the same individuals
over time, one would see even Northern Republicans moving to the

right on labor (despite their conservative starting point). Unfortu-
nately, the polling data are too limited to allow us to assess this possi-
bility directly.

86. Brinkley, The End of Reform, 225–26.
87. Ibid. Hillman had been one of the founders of the CIO and

led the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America. He was also the
first chair of the CIO-PAC (founded in 1942). Hillman was a key
link between the Roosevelt administration and the CIO. Lewis
had also been a co-founder of the CIO, but withdrew his United
Mine Workers from the organization in 1942.
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for Andrew Mellon).88 In April 1940, before the strike
wave in the lead-up to the war, 45 percent of respon-
dents believed that Lewis had been “harmful” to
labor, with just 33 percent claiming that he had
been “helpful.”89 In November 1941, amidst a major
coal strike, Gallup asked: “What is your opinion of
John L. Lewis?” A full 69 percent of respondents
answered negatively about Lewis (with open-ended
responses ranging from “he should be hanged” to
“he’s a radical, communist”), as compared to 12
percent answering positively and 20 percent unsure
or neutral.90 Finally, a November 1943 Roper poll

asked, “Are there any prominent individuals in this
country who you feel might be harmful to the
future of the country unless they are curbed?” Of
the 52 percent of respondents who named
someone, Lewis was overwhelmingly the top answer
(71% chose Lewis, as compared to 5.5% for second-
place finisher Roosevelt and 5% for Henry
Wallace).91

Even after Lewis withdrew from the CIO, negative
views of the organization persisted. A Gallup poll in
May 1944 asked, “If the CIO union supported a candi-
date, would you be more likely to vote for that candi-
date, or against him?” A majority of respondents said
that they would be less likely to vote for the candidate
(52%), as compared to 11 percent who said an endor-
sement would make them more positive toward the

Fig. 3. Support for labor among four groups, relative to their level of support in 1937. The three question series
plotted—favorability toward unions, making the sit-down strike illegal, and support for the closed shop—are
comparable over time.

88. Fewer than 1 percent listed Lewis as the “most approved”
figure in business or industry. We do not have the individual-level
data for this survey, so the results are unweighted.

89. The question read: “Which of these people do you feel have
been on the whole helpful to labor and which harmful? . . . John
L. Lewis”; Roper Fortune Poll, April 1940.

90. The “negative” count excludes a handful of respondents
who said that Lewis is “out to get Roosevelt” (since this could pre-
sumably be liberals angry at Lewis for endorsing Willkie in 1940).

91. Hadley Cantril and Mildred Strunk, Public Opinion, 1935–
1946 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1951), 561.
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candidate.92 Even Northern Roosevelt voters said a
CIO endorsement would make them less likely to
vote for a candidate (41%–15%). The CIO’s unpopu-
larity, even among many Northern Democratic voters,
forced liberal candidates to engage in a delicate bal-
ancing act, seeking to capitalize upon the group’s
many resources without appearing beholden to it.93

As the war was ending in March 1945, Gallup asked
respondents whether their attitude toward labor
unions was “more favorable or less favorable than it
was before the war.” In the sample, 56 percent of
respondents reported that their attitude was less favor-
able, as compared to 24 percent who reported their
views to be unchanged, and 20 percent whose attitude
was more favorable than prior to the war. By contrast,
only 19 percent of respondents reported that their
attitudes were less favorable toward “business con-
cerns” than before the war (with 32% more favorable
and 49% unchanged). Among Southern whites, 71
percent of respondents reported that they felt less
favorable toward unions, as compared to 55 percent
of Northern whites.94 But even among Roosevelt
voters in the North, 43 percent reported becoming

more negative in attitude toward unions, as compared
to 27.5 percent reporting a favorable shift in views.95

All of this suggests that the pragmatic adjustments
of individuals such as Hillman and the UAW’s
Walter Reuther may well have been necessary to
avoid a far more draconian governmental response.
Greater labor radicalism would have likely either
been met by a repressive response from the adminis-
tration and Congress or by the earlier election of a
Republican president and majority in Congress.96 As
Zieger’s definitive history of the CIO makes clear,
the organization itself was, even in its heyday, in a pre-
carious position. The considerable shop-floor resent-
ment and militancy that generated the sit-down
strikes and other grassroots actions was often not
coupled with a willingness of many workers to pay
union dues. This weakness made good relations with
the national government essential, even if it at times
required tamping down on shop-floor demands.97

The opinion data thus reveal a conservative, anti-
union pulse in the mass public that began in 1937
with the sit-down strikes, continued in 1939 to 1941
during the run-up to the war, and, if anything,
became more intense after the war began. The
anti-labor pressure was shared across regions, though
it was particularly intense in the South. While
further analysis is required examining different occu-
pational, ethnic, and urban/rural slices of the electo-
rate, preliminary work suggests that even urban
workers were not immune to anti-union appeals.

Two aspects of the governmental response to this
public sentiment seem noteworthy. First, despite the
wide popular support for governmental action
against unions during the war—both within the
South and the North—the Roosevelt administration
and Northern Democrats in Congress proved largely
successful in staving off or watering down the harshest
attacks.98 The administration and Democratic

92. The same survey asked about a National Association of
Manufacturers endorsement. While the response was still negative,
it was less overwhelming than in the case of a CIO endorsement
(36.5% negative, 21% positive).

93. For an insightful account of Republican Robert Taft’s 1950
reelection campaign against a CIO-backed Democratic candidate,
see Fay Calkins, The CIO and the Democratic Party (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1952). Calkins highlights the difficulties
faced by Democrats given their reliance on CIO resources and
the organization’s unpopularity with many Northern swing voters.
In the South, the position of the CIO was even more precarious.
Daniel Powell, CIO-PAC regional director for the South during
this period, reminisced many years later:

From the beginning [liberal Southern] politicians saw
PAC as a source of money, campaign workers, and
votes. Most of them wanted PAC support, but they
wanted it as quietly as possible. Jim Folsom, running
for governor of Alabama in 1946, was the only major
candidate in the South I can recall who wanted a
public endorsement from PAC in that year. In the
1949 Virginia gubernatorial primary, United States
Senator Harry Byrd charged the secretly endorsed
PAC candidate with having CIO support. Two nights
later, our candidate went on statewide radio to deny
he had PAC or CIO support. The broadcast was paid
for in part by PAC money. Occasionally some unscru-
pulous candidate, while seeking PAC covert support,
would suggest that we publicly endorse his opponent.

See Daniel A. Powell, “PAC to COPE: Thirty-Two Years of Southern
Labor in Politics,” in Essays in Southern Labor History: Selected Papers,
Southern Labor History Conference, 1976, ed. Gary M. Fink and Merle
E. Reed (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1976), 247. The more con-
servative AFL, on the other hand, remained largely “respectable” in
the South during this period; Roger Biles, The South and the New
Deal (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1994), 101.

94. A mere 33 percent of African Americans, by contrast,
reported that they had become less favorable toward unions
during the war years; 36 percent reported their attitude becoming
more favorable.

95. When one breaks the data down by occupation, manual
workers were more favorable to unions than were other groups.
But even among laborers in the North, a slim plurality reported
having a less favorable attitude toward unions during the war
(38%, as compared to 32% who had a more favorable attitude).

96. Indeed, while it is tempting to blame the war for the fading of
liberal hopes, one could argue that the impending war was likely a
major reason Democrats held the White House in 1940. It would
have been more difficult for Roosevelt to justify a third-term cam-
paign in the absence of the conflict, and Roosevelt had not left his
party with a compelling successor. The polling data also suggest
that increased concerns about the European conflict contributed
to Roosevelt’s support. For an analysis suggesting that Republican
Thomas Dewey would have likely won in 1944 if not for the war, see
Norpoth, Lange, and Morzenti, “Voting in Wartime.”

97. Zieger, The CIO.
98. The public dissatisfaction was reflected in letters to

members of Congress as well as in the polls. Frank McNaughton,
Time magazine’s Congress correspondent during the war, included
several reports about the onslaught of anti-strike and anti-labor
letters received by members from all sections of the country. See
Frank McNaughton Papers, Harry S. Truman Library, February 27
and March 20, 1942.
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congressional leaders understood that harsh
anti-labor legislation would undermine the central
goal of maximum production during the war and
thus resisted the popular attacks on unions.99 The
decisions issued by the War Labor Board were
widely viewed at the time as favoring unions. The
anti-labor bills passed by the House often found
themselves buried in the Senate Education and
Labor Committee, which was chaired by pro-labor
Senator Elbert Thomas (D-UT) during the war.100

The plant seizure provisions of the Smith–Connally
Act, though enacted over Roosevelt’s veto, were actu-
ally turned against management when Roosevelt
seized Montgomery Ward in 1944.101 In the aftermath
of the war, when another strike wave sparked the
anti-labor Case bill of 1946, Truman used his veto
power to defend the existing policy regime.102

Second, even as Democratic presidents and con-
gressional leaders blocked anti-labor policy initiatives,
they were much less successful at preventing conserva-
tive Southern Democrats from working with Republi-
cans (and allies in the press) to pursue investigations
that heightened public anger against unions. These
investigations were not subject to presidential vetoes
and generally had a relatively easy road to House
approval due to support from the conservative
coalition–controlled House Rules Committee.103

While the opinion data are not well suited to assessing
the causal role of specific investigations, it is clear that
congressional conservatives pursued these investi-
gations with the goal of influencing the public to
strengthen the push for anti-labor legislation. It is
also evident that newspapers responded with frequent
front-page coverage that often portrayed labor unions
in a bad light. An online search revealed 197 front-
page stories in the New York Times that referred to con-
gressional investigations relating to labor unions from
1937 to 1945.104 Pollsters repeatedly followed investi-
gations with questions that inquired about labor
policy, and the public provided answers to those poll

questions that were consistent with the conservatives’
policy goals. In that sense, one can view the investi-
gations as part of a broad, long-term strategy to
attack labor’s place in the emergent New Deal
regime. In pursuing investigations that linked
unions to communists and other subversives, and by
pushing for legislative action to impose drastic restric-
tions on labor, Southern elites were acting in ways that
broadly reflected the polling data in their region. At
the same time, these actions likely reinforced this
public sentiment, helping shape the public’s views
of the labor movement.105

Still, while congressional conservatives encouraged
public anti-labor sentiment, they were unable to enact
major policy changes in the 1937 to 1946 period.106

Ironically, however, this conservative failure may
have contributed to the widespread public sense
that labor was too powerful in the 1940s.107 Given
the structural features of American politics—and
the intimate involvement of business leaders in
shaping the war mobilization—it is difficult on its
face to understand how the public could have ident-
ified labor, rather than business, as privileged with
too much power during this period.108 But when
one considers the simultaneous ability of conserva-
tives to fuel popular outrage about unions and their
failure to move policy substantially, this public senti-
ment is easier to understand. From this standpoint,
Republicans were able to run against labor “excesses”
in the North up until they actually succeeded in
passing the anti-union Taft–Hartley Act in 1947.

Truman’s reelection in 1948 may thus owe some-
thing to the override of his Taft–Hartley veto. The
GOP’s success in finally striking back against unions
arguably cost the party a popular issue and allowed
Democrats to charge that the Republicans had gone
too far in shifting policy to the right. Still, the new
Democratic Congress lacked a clear majority for
repeal of Taft–Hartley, suggesting that even in the
aftermath of the 1948 election, a return to the
Wagner Act labor policy regime was not a winning
issue for Democrats. In other words, even if many

99. Workman, “Creating the National War Labor Board.”
100. Floyd M. Riddick, “The First Session of the Seventy-Eighth

Congress, January 6–December 21, 1943,” American Political Science
Review 38, no. 2 (1944). See also McNaughton Papers, February 2,
1942; March 20, 1942; January 1, 1946.

101. Roosevelt’s move sparked an angry congressional
response, including an investigation that Democratic leaders unsuc-
cessfully sought to block; Schickler and Pearson, “Agenda Control.”

102. Truman had proposed a more balanced anti-strike bill—
which also was opposed by organized labor, but was not as draco-
nian as the Case bill. Polls indicated that the public did approve
of the Case bill veto, suggesting that they likely favored Truman’s
more moderate proposal.

103. Schickler and Pearson, “Agenda Control.”
104. We used the Proquest Historical Newspapers database,

searching for front-page stories mentioning all of the following key-
words: (“investigation” or “inquiry” or “investigate”) and (“house”
or “senate” or “congress” or “congressional”) and (“union” or
“CIO” or “C.I.O.” or “National Labor Relations”) and (“strike” or
“sit-down” or “communis*”) and (“hearing” or “oversight” or “com-
mittee investig*”).

105. An important caveat is that this electorate largely excluded
Southern African Americans, as did much of the earliest Gallup
polling data. See the discussion below on African American
opinion.

106. Smith-Connally did restrict political contributions by
unions, but the formation of the CIO-PAC helped labor maneuver
around these restrictions.

107. A case in point is an October 1941 Gallup poll—taken
amid efforts by Roosevelt and Democratic leaders to bury an anti-
strike bill pushed by the conservative coalition—in which 59
percent of respondents stated that they wanted unions to have
less power “than at present,” as compared to 30 percent who
favored the same amount of power and 11 percent who wanted
unions to have more power. Among Roosevelt voters in the
North, 49 percent wanted less union power, while 37.5 percent
favored the same amount of union power and 13.5 percent
favored greater union influence.

108. Brinkley, The End of Reform.
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voters believed the Republicans had gone too far,
support for a return to the pre-Taft–Hartley status
quo was weak.

These patterns highlight the difficult trade-offs
facing labor leaders. On one hand, rank-and-file
workers angry about working conditions and limited
pay increases often pushed their leaders toward
more confrontational strategies. In addition to assua-
ging shop-floor resentment, aggressive campaigns to
organize additional industries and workers could, by
enlarging the ranks of organized labor, strengthen
its political and economic position. On the other
hand, such militancy, especially during wartime, pro-
voked a powerful backlash from both the public and
from government officials, even sympathetic ones
on whom unions depended for favorable treatment.
Thus the same tactics necessary to organize new
workers and respond to shop-floor pressures
reinforced the backlash that put unions on the politi-
cal defensive. In that sense, unions were engaged in a
race against time: they needed to organize a substan-
tial enough share of the workforce to make their pol-
itical position invulnerable, before their opponents
succeeded in translating the anti-strike backlash into
policy changes that would hamper further organiz-
ing. With the ultimate passage of Taft–Hartley,
unions lost that race. From this standpoint, the reac-
tions against the sit-down strikes and wartime strikes
were indicative of the severe barriers that faced the
American labor movement. In order to expand
their presence into recalcitrant industries (e.g.,
auto, steel), unions needed to exercise power in
ways that were broadly seen as illegitimate; organized
labor would remain popular among the broader
public only if it did not use the tactics necessary to
expand its presence across industries.

For liberals hoping to implement a social demo-
cratic policy regime in the aftermath of the war,
tenuous public support of unions constituted a key
constraint on their aspirations.109 Elite debates
about Keynesian fiscal policy, antimonopolism, and
planning took place in a context of substantial
public restiveness toward the main source of organiz-
ational muscle behind liberal hopes, labor unions.
This public sentiment was reflected most directly in
Congress, where members both responded to it
and, in the case of conservatives, sought to reinforce
it. When congressional Southern Democrats and
Northern Republicans joined together in advocating

restrictions on labor unions, both groups were reflect-
ing a broadly held perspective among their constitu-
ents. At the same time, Northern Democrats faced a
more difficult situation in which their own constitu-
ents were evidently deeply split on labor issues.
Their core supporters included CIO members (and
members of other unions) who strongly opposed
restrictions on strikes, yet a substantial portion of
Northern Democratic voters opposed the sit-down
strikes, viewed the closed and union shops with suspi-
cion, supported a crackdown against wartime strikes,
and believed unions had become too powerful.

COMPARISON BETWEEN LABOR AND OTHER NEW DEAL
ISSUES

Was the public’s turn against organized labor part of a
broader conservative reaction, or did popular atti-
tudes toward labor unions exhibit distinctive
dynamics? To examine this question, we compare
public opinion on questions related to labor unions
with popular attitudes toward New Deal liberalism
generally. In addition to questions related to orga-
nized labor, we have identified all items concerning
economic policy, government–business relations,
domestic spending, social welfare policy, and
liberal–conservative self-identification asked in polls
between 1936 and 1945.110 In aggregate terms, the
percentage of respondents supporting the liberal pos-
ition on non-labor questions remained roughly stable
over time. By contrast, on labor issues, pro-liberal sen-
timent fluctuated dramatically over the period, begin-
ning a precipitous decline in 1939, bottoming out in
1942, and recovering by the end of the war. Because
the mix of questions is not stable over this period,
however, changes in absolute percentages must be
interpreted with great skepticism.111

109. Commenting on this problem in 1943, The Nation noted
that business interests had fanned public distrust of labor unions
during the war mobilization, concluding that “should the N.A.M.
[National Association of Manufacturers] succeed in keeping
public opinion in its present temper, it will utilize the transition
from war to peace-time production . . . as the occasion for delivering
the long-planned knock-out of the labor movement”; Julius
Hochman, “Let’s Look at Labor: The Opportunity for Leadership,”
The Nation, September 11, 1943, 291.

110. We code issues concerning minimum wages and
maximum hours as non-labor union issues. These policies affected
workers as a whole, rather than being targeted at unions per se. Sep-
arating these policies out does not affect the trends in Figure 4. We
exclude civil rights policy questions from this analysis, but see
Schickler, “New Deal Liberalism and Racial Liberalism” on civil
rights opinion. Schickler’s analysis of the limited survey items on
civil rights suggests, as one might expect, that African Americans
and Southern whites took sharply divergent positions. Perhaps
more surprisingly, Northern Democrats emerge as more supportive
of civil rights than their Republican counterparts by the late 1930s
and civil rights liberalism and economic liberalism appear to
become linked together in the North during the same period.

111. Even so, the mix of questions being asked and the aggre-
gate responses to them tell us something about the larger political
context. As the nation mobilized for and began fighting the Second
World War, pollsters tended to inquire about wartime strikes and
other topics on which very few respondents supported the pro-
labor position. Although the question changes make it hazardous
to interpret the temporal trends in absolute support of labor,
they also reflect real changes in the salient political considerations
that informed citizens’ evaluation of labor policy. War mobilization
increased the salience of considerations unfavorable to unions,
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In recognition of this, we focus instead on the liber-
alism of different demographic groups relative to the
population as a whole. Figure 4 presents side-by-side
comparisons of attitudes toward labor and non-labor
issues among four groups: white Southerners, North-
ern Democrats, Northern Republicans, and African
Americans.112 The figure plots each group’s deviation
from the percent liberal among all respondents.
While painting with a somewhat broad brush, these
summary figures offer the first systematic, compre-
hensive analysis of opinion trends among partisan
groups in the North, white Southerners, and
African Americans for this pivotal period in American
politics. As Figure 4a illustrates, on issues unrelated to
labor unions, white Southerners occupied an ideo-
logical position roughly halfway between Northern
Republicans and Northern Democrats (though a bit
closer to Northern Democrats), with African Ameri-
cans the most liberal group. Indeed, throughout
this period white Southerners’ liberalism on these
questions closely tracks the overall percent liberal in
the population. On non-labor questions, white South-
erners begin the period slightly more liberal than
average and end it slightly more conservative,
suggesting a small shift to the right relative to the
country as a whole. Thus Southern Democrats’
pivotal position in Congress was also reflected at the
mass level by the ideological centrality of their
constituents.

On labor issues, the pattern is somewhat different:
Southerners begin the period as relative moderates,
but by 1941 they are at least as anti-labor as Northern
Republicans, if not more so (see Figure 4b).113 While
it is difficult to draw definitive conclusions from the
data, the convergence of white Southerners and
Northern Republicans on labor issues appears to be
the joint consequence of two phenomena. The first
is that between 1937 and 1942, Northern Republicans
gradually became less conservative relative to the rest
of the public (this holds for both labor and non-labor
issues, see Figure 4).114 The second phenomenon is

the anti-labor trend from 1937 to 1942, which was par-
ticularly acute among white Southerners. In absolute
value, the drop in Southern whites’ support for labor
was only slightly larger than the drop among North-
ern Democrats, but this decrease was proportionally
much greater for Southerners, given their already
lower level of support, and thus was indicative of a
movement from ambivalence to outright hostility. In
contrast to other New Deal issues (toward which
white Southerners remained ideologically central
throughout this period), on labor questions white
Southerners began substantially to the right of North-
ern Democrats and ended at least as conservative as
Northern Republicans.

On average, African Americans were a bit to the left
of Northern Roosevelt voters on both labor policy and
on most non-labor related issues. Blacks’ favorability
toward labor suggests that the tension between these
key components of the New Deal coalition empha-
sized by some authors was not especially evident at
the mass level in the 1930s to 1940s.115 Since Gallup
largely excluded Southern African Americans
during this period, the data mainly represent the
views of Northern African Americans.116 In a separate
analysis, we compared Southern and Northern
African American opinion across a range of items
for those (non-Gallup) surveys that included both
groups in reasonable numbers. Not surprisingly, we
found that Southern African Americans were more
likely to provide “don’t know” as a response than
their Northern counterparts. But among those
expressing an opinion, the percentage liberal was
remarkably similar across the two regions.117

which may help explain why support for pro-labor policies (e.g., the
closed shop) decreased sharply.

112. The figures for African Americans include residents of
both regions when available, but many surveys contained few if
any Southern blacks.

113. One might ask how Southern whites as a whole compare
to FDR voters in the region. Across all of the labor items, Southern
white FDR voters on average look virtually identical to Southern
whites as a whole. On non-labor policies, Southern white FDR
voters are a bit more liberal than Southern whites as a whole at
the start of the period (about 4 points, on average), but the gap
narrows to about 1 point from 1943 to 1945.

114. There are several possible (and not mutually exclusive)
explanations for the increasing moderation of Republican voters.
One is that Republicans gradually accommodated themselves to
portions of the New Deal once they were enacted. Another is that
the party’s ranks were swelled by moderates who voted for FDR in
his 1936 landslide but voted Republican in the 1940 election. A
third explanation is that after 1937 the appetite for liberal initiatives

diminished among all voters, including Democrats, causing Repub-
licans to look less conservative by comparison.

115. See, for example, Paul Frymer, Black and Blue: African
Americans, the Labor Movement, and the Decline of the Democratic Party
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008); Ken I. Kersch,
“The New Deal Triumph as the End of History? The Judicial Nego-
tiation of Labor Rights and Civil Rights,” in The Supreme Court and
American Political Development, ed. Ronald Kahn and Ken I. Kersch
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2006). White Democratic
union members tended to be relatively supportive of civil rights
initiatives, such as fair employment practices legislation, during
this period; Schickler, “New Deal Liberalism and Racial
Liberalism.”

116. Even when Southern African Americans were included in
surveys, one cannot necessarily take their stated opinions at face
value, particularly if white interviewers conducted the survey. For
example, a 1942 NORC study demonstrated that African Americans
in Memphis gave less liberal responses, particularly on racial policy
questions, when they were interviewed by whites rather than by
African Americans. Interestingly, the race of the interviewer made
little difference when African Americans were interviewed in
New York City; Herbert H. Hyman et al., Interviewing in Social
Research (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1954).

117. The online appendix, available at http://igs.berkeley.
edu/schickler/docs/Schickler_Caughey_online_appendix_2011.
pdf, includes these figures. One item on which there is a large gap is
on preference for the AFL versus the CIO. Southern African Amer-
icans were far more likely to prefer the CIO than were Northern
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Therefore, it appears reasonable to infer from our
data that African Americans have been distinctive in
their liberal policy preferences—across a range of
policy issues, including labor unions—at least since
the late 1930s.118 These views posed a serious obstacle
for those Republicans eager to woo African Ameri-
cans back to the GOP after their defection to Roose-
velt in the 1930s.119

Closer inspection of the early survey data reveals an
American public that favored keeping most of the
New Deal in place but that was not clamoring for
major liberal innovations beyond that. For example,
a March 1940 Roper–Fortune survey asked what
respondents wanted the next administration to do
about the New Deal. Of those with an opinion, a

mere 13 percent wanted to “go farther with it,”
while another 18 percent wanted to “keep it as it
is.” A plurality of 45 percent wanted to “modify it,”
while 23 percent favored “repealing most of
it.” Northern whites were actually less supportive of
going further with or keeping the New Deal “as it
is” than were Southern whites, though the difference
disappears when one isolates Roosevelt voters.120

Other, similar questions from 1939 to 1940 reveal
the same pattern: widespread opposition to repeal
of the New Deal, but a preference for incremental
modifications rather than broad further advances.

When asked about their ideology explicitly, respon-
dents were nearly evenly split between “liberal” and
“conservative” labels in 1938 and 1939, with little evi-
dence of a regional cleavage. Similarly, when asked
whether they would join a liberal or conservative
party in 1937 and 1938, the public was about evenly
split, with Southern whites actually more supportive
of a liberal party than their Northern counterparts.
A handful of surveys from 1936 to 1938 also asked
whether the Roosevelt administration ought to be
more conservative or liberal. When offered no
middle option, a large majority favored the adminis-
tration’s becoming more conservative. For example,

Fig. 4. Comparison of ideological trends on labor and non-labor issues among Northern Democrats, Northern
Republicans, Southern whites, and African Americans. The difference between the level of support in each
group and the overall level of support in the sample is plotted, smoothed with local polynomial regression.

African Americans. This should not be surprising given that the
AFL was highly racially exclusionary in the South while the CIO
was a lonely voice for racial inclusion in the region.

118. African Americans constituted 3.7 percent of the adult
population in the North in 1940. It is worth noting that in our
weighted estimates for national opinion using Gallup data pre-
sented above, we essentially allow Northern African Americans to
“stand in” for Southern African Americans since we weight
African Americans to their share of the national population and
the vast majority of the African American respondents in the
Gallup surveys lived in the North (while approximately 70% of
the African American population, as of 1940, was Southern).

119. See Simon Topping, Lincoln’s Lost Legacy: The Republican
Party and the African American Vote, 1928–1952 (Gainesville: Univer-
sity of Florida Press, 2008) on the GOP’s uneven efforts to win back
African American voters.

120. More generally, we find that when Democratic partisan-
ship was cued by an explicit reference to Roosevelt or the New
Deal, Southern whites tended to be more liberal than when such
cues were not included.
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in June 1938, 64 percent of respondents with an
opinion favored a more conservative course versus
36 percent who did not. White Southerners were,
on average, slightly more in favor of liberalism in
the survey than were Northern whites. A clear
majority of African Americans, however, preferred a
more liberal course for Roosevelt.121

As the war was concluding, Gallup began to ask
whether respondents preferred for the adminis-
tration to “go more to the left by following more of
the views of labor and other liberal groups,” or “go
more to the right by following more of the views of
business and conservative groups.” When no middle
option was offered, as in a December 1945 survey,
56 percent of respondents favored moving right
versus 44 percent who preferred moving to the left.
The mention of “labor”—and the possible civil
rights connotations of “liberal groups”—may explain
why a resounding 74 percent of Southern whites
favored moving right. The North was more liberal
than the South, but still showed a small margin for
the conservative position (54% vs. 46%). In other
surveys, when respondents were offered a middle
option (“follow a policy halfway in between the
two”), most opted for the moderate course, with
“rightward” and “leftward” shifts well behind.122

Again, however, these results suggest a tilt toward con-
solidation of existing programs, with perhaps some
conservative revisions, rather than bold liberal
advances.

In sum, when asked about government policy and
ideology in the abstract, the data indicate that, even
in the late 1930s, survey respondents both in the
North and in the nation as a whole tended to favor
a more conservative course than Roosevelt was follow-
ing while opposing a wholesale rollback of the New
Deal. By the end of the war, Southern whites had
become particularly suspicious of leftward movement,
but even Northern respondents tended to lean
slightly in a conservative direction. These results are
consistent with Ellis and Stimson’s conclusion that
even during such liberal high points as the New
Deal and the Great Society, self-identified liberals
never constituted a plurality of the public, even in
the North.123

When we turn to more specific policy issues, the
general portrait of a public supportive of several key
New Deal programs but reluctant to push much
further comes into even clearer focus. Figure 5 pre-
sents trends with regard to government ownership
of key industries: electric utilities, banks, and rail-
roads. These items are useful both because there is
a reasonable degree of continuity in question topic
and wording over the 1936 to 1945 period and
because they speak to general orientations toward
the role of government.124 Across all three issues,
there is a clear downward trend in aggregate
support for government ownership from the late
1930s to the mid-1940s. In 1937 to 1938, overall
support for government ownership ranged from
about 40 percent for railroads to 50 percent for
banks and over 60 percent in the case of electric
power companies. By the end of the war, however, as
Britain prepared to elect a Labour government com-
mitted to national ownership of key industries, only
25 to 30 percent of Americans expressed support
for government ownership of each of these indus-
tries.125 Panels B, C, and D of Figure 5 demonstrate
that this downward trend in support held across
regions and partisan groups. Just as when all non-
labor issues were examined (Figure 4a), white South-
erners were to the left of Northern Democrats but to
the right of Republicans, placing them exactly in the
center of national opinion on the question of govern-
ment ownership.126

121. When respondents were instead asked in July 1938
whether Roosevelt should become more conservative or “continue
along present lines,” the margin for a conservative turn was smaller
but still substantial: 60 percent vs. 40 percent nationally. Once
again, Southern whites were less conservative on this indicator
(53% vs. 47% in favor of a conservative shift), while Northerners
were in favor of a more conservative course by a sizeable 63
percent vs. 37 percent.

122. The December 1945 survey used a split sample. Half were
offered the “halfway between” option and half were not offered that
response option.

123. Ellis and Stimson, “Symbolic Ideology in the American
Electorate.”

124. The wording of the questions remains similar but not
identical over time. In the earliest polls (1936–37) the most
common wording is, “Do you favor government ownership of the
railroads?” The polls at the end of the period (1945) tend to use
the formulation, “Do you think the government should own the fol-
lowing things in this country? . . . Railroads.” Several other vari-
ations were also used, but unfortunately they tended to be used
only in specific years, making it more difficult to establish continu-
ity over time. We believe it is unlikely, however, that wording alone
accounts for the response trends. See online appendix for exact
question wording.

125. The convergence in support for public ownership across
the three sectors is also striking. Evidently, in the height of the
Depression, power companies and banks—which had, after all,
recently been in deep trouble—were seen as more legitimate
targets for government ownership than were railroads. But by
1945, the public was equally unenthusiastic about government own-
ership in each of these areas.

126. Gallup began polling in Britain and France in the late
1930s. While the samples in those countries are presumably
affected by many of the same problems as Gallup’s American
samples, a brief comparison of attitudes in those countries with
the U.S. opinion data is instructive. For example, as of 1945,
while American opposed nationalizing the railroads 63 percent to
20 percent, British respondents asked a similar question by
Gallup in the same year favored nationalization, 54 percent to 26
percent. When British respondents were asked about public
control of the coal mines in 1944, 60 percent favored public
control, with 16 percent opposed and 24 percent unsure; George
H. Gallup, ed. The Gallup International Public Opinion Polls, Great
Britain, 1937–1975 (New York: Random House, 1976), 103, 22,
88–89. Similarly, when French respondents were asked about natio-
nalization of the mines in 1944, 60 percent favored the measure
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While support for government ownership of indus-
try fell from 1936 to 1945, support for key elements of
the New Deal welfare state remained robust or even
increased over time. The polling is particularly reveal-
ing on the issue of Social Security, whose public popu-
larity seems to have become entrenched even before
the first monthly benefit checks were cut.127 As early
as November 1936, nearly 70 percent of the public
expressed support for “the compulsory Old Age
Insurance Plan” that had been adopted the previous
year and that would be implemented in January
1937. Right after implementation began, 78 percent
of respondents expressed support for the plan. In
both cases, Southern whites were about 10 points
more supportive than Northern whites, but most strik-
ing is the overwhelming level of support among all
groups. Even Northern Republicans backed Social
Security as of January 1937 by 57 percent to 43
percent, though Republicans had leaned against the
program when asked in November 1936. Approval
of the program continued to climb, reaching 85
percent when a similarly worded item was asked in
July 1938 and exceeding 90 percent when a slightly

revised question was asked later in 1938.128 Support
was overwhelming among Southern whites, Northern
Democrats, Northern Republicans, and African
Americans.129

In addition, respondents generally favored expand-
ing the program to cover those groups that had been
excluded in the 1935 Act. For example, a December
1944 Gallup poll asked whether Social Security
should be expanded to cover farmers, government
employees, the self-employed, and domestic ser-
vants.130 A substantial majority favored incorporating
each of these groups (ranging from 68% for the self-
employed to 82% for domestic servants). Southern
whites were roughly as supportive of each of these
proposed expansions as were Northern whites, with
the exception of domestic servants. But even in the
case of domestic servants, 71 percent of Southern
whites took the liberal position (as compared to 85
percent of Northern whites). This level of popular
support for expanding Social Security is striking
given the role of Southern members of Congress in
creating these occupational exclusions in the first
place so as to exclude Southern blacks from eligi-
bility.131 Northern Republicans too favored each of

Fig. 5. Trends in support for government ownership of electric utilities, banks, and railroads, among all
respondents (a) and among Northern Democrats (b), Southern whites (c), and Northern Republicans (d).

and 19 percent opposed it, with the remainder undecided. This was
twice the level of American support for nationalization recorded in
a similarly worded item asked by Gallup in 1945. A 1945 French
Gallup survey asked about nationalizing the banks and found 70
percent of respondents in favor. Support for nationalization
remained substantial in 1946, though lower than the 1945 level;
George H. Gallup, ed. The Gallup International Public Opinion Polls,
France, 1939, 1944–1975 (New York: Random House, 1976), 11,
21, 44. By contrast, support for nationalizing the banks was under
30 percent in the U.S. in a 1945 Gallup survey.

127. This accords with the arguments of Schiltz, “Public Atti-
tudes Toward Social Security,” and Andrea Louise Campbell, How
Policies Make Citizens: Senior Political Activism and the American
Welfare State (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003).

128. The July 1938 item was: “Do you approve of the present
social security laws which provide old age pensions and unemploy-
ment insurance?” In August 1938, 92 percent responded favorably
when asked: “Do you believe in government old age pensions?”

129. A majority of voters in both North and South also favored
increasing the amount spent on Social Security, with support
similar in both regions.

130. The question wording was as follows: “At present some
groups are not included under Social Security. Do you think the
Social Security Program should be changed to include the follow-
ing groups? . . .”

131. Jill Quadagno, The Color of Welfare (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1994); Robert C. Lieberman, Shifting the Color
Line: Race and the American Welfare State (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
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these expansions of coverage by a substantial margin.
These data speak to the impressive level of support
achieved by Social Security; from the start, political
attacks on government old-age pensions would not
resonate with the mass public.132

The polling data suggest that other key New Deal
programs enjoyed widespread support even if they
fell short of the near-universal popularity of Social
Security. For example, minimum-wage and
maximum-hours legislation was approved by a clear
majority of respondents from 1937 to 1938, and
there was widespread support for a minimum-wage
increase in 1945. In the case of wages and hours legis-
lation, however, the partisan split was more pro-
nounced than on Social Security, with Northern
Republicans generally opposed. Still, the balance of
opinion—in both North and South—favored the
New Deal’s wages and hours protections. The same
was true of other key regulatory measures, such as
Roosevelt’s banking and stock exchange legislation,
along with such New Deal innovations as farm subsi-
dies, the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), and
the National Youth Administration (NYA).133 Public
support for the CCC and NYA, however, could not
prevent a conservative coalition of Republicans and
Southern Democrats in Congress from eliminating
the two programs during World War II.

Aside from policies toward labor unions, the one
major cluster of New Deal economic programs that
stirred considerable public opposition in the polls
was the WPA relief program. The WPA was under
attack from conservatives in Washington from 1938
on, with Southern Democrat Clifton Woodrum
(D-VA) leading a damaging investigation of WPA prac-
tices, and Republicans teaming up with Southerners
to promote limitations on WPA programs.134

Indeed, newspapers provided extensive coverage of

hearings targeting alleged WPA misbehavior just as
Congress was engaged in a heated battle over WPA
funding. While the opinion data do not include
survey items that allow us to pinpoint the impact of
these investigations, they were no doubt intended to
bring the agency into disrepute and produced no
shortage of headlines likely to tarnish its image.
For example, New York Times stories covering the
Woodrum hearings featured such front-page head-
lines as “House Group told of Red Domination over
WPA Writers” (May 2, 1939), “WPA Costs Here Two
Times Those of Private Builders, Experts Say” (May
3, 1939), and “WPA Witness Says Soviet Trained Him
in Street Fighting” (June 7, 1939).135 Again, conserva-
tive efforts to force investigations of the WPA were
likely facilitated by public skepticism toward relief,
while simultaneously stoking that skepticism.

While the general public rejected the idea of doing
away with the WPA entirely, the polling suggests that
there was considerable support for scaling back its
activities. For example, Roper asked in May 1940,
“What do you think the next administration should
do about the WPA: increase it, keep it as is, cut it
down, or do away with it altogether?” A mere 11
percent favored increasing the size of the program;
another 31 percent favored keeping it as is.
However, 48 percent supported either cutting down
or doing away with the program.136 By contrast, 86
percent of respondents favored increasing or
keeping as is the CCC, and 55 percent favored
increasing or keeping as is “major public construction
projects like PWA.” As Figure 6 shows, on relief issues,
white Southerners begin in 1937 about halfway
between Northern Democrats and Republicans but
end up somewhat closer to the latter by 1945. The
relative liberalism of blacks is especially apparent in
this figure.137 The general unpopularity of WPA
relief relative to other government benefits, such as

University Press, 1998); though see Gareth Davies and Martha
Derthick, “Race and Social Welfare Policy: The Social Security Act
of 1935,” Political Science Quarterly 112, no. 2 (1997), for a non-
racial explanation for occupational exclusions.

132. For a detailed analysis of attitudes toward Social Security
and other social welfare programs, see Schiltz, “Public Attitudes
Toward Social Security.” Schiltz analyzes support across a range of
demographic categories, but does not focus on partisan divisions.

133. Interestingly, attitudes toward farmers and farm assistance
remained quite positive during the war. A promising line of
research would be to compare wartime attitudes toward unions
with attitudes toward farmers. Wartime price-control policies
often placed the interests of labor and farmers in direct opposition
to one another, greatly undermining the chances for a “green–red”
coalitional alignment. The administration viewed demands for
higher farm prices as at least as great—or perhaps an even
greater—threat to price controls as were wage demands from
workers. Yet Congress proved far more receptive to the farmers’
claims. The rural bias in House and Senate districts no doubt
helped the farmers, but it is worth exploring how the mass public
viewed demands from farmers, as compared to labor. It may be
that the mythology of the yeoman farmer shielded agricultural
interests from the same backlash faced by labor.

134. David L. Porter, Congress and the Waning of the New Deal
(Port Washington, NY: Kennikat Press, 1980); Schickler and
Pearson, “Agenda Control.”

135. We used the Proquest Historical Newspapers database,
searching for front-page stories from January 1, 1939, through
December 31, 1940, mentioning all of the following keywords:
“Woodrum” and (“investigation” or “inquiry” or “investigate”) and
(“relief” or “WPA” or “W.P.A.”) and (“house” or “senate” or “con-
gress” or “congressional”). This yielded thirty-three front-page
New York Times stories. A few of the stories concerned an earlier
Senate committee investigation of the WPA’s alleged promotion
of New Deal candidates in the 1938 election. These disclosures gen-
erated pressure for the Hatch Act’s passage. Woodrum—dubbed
the “Lord High Executioner” of the WPA in the wake of his
attack on a Writers’ Project production of the Mikado—played a
leading role in most of the coverage. Henry N. Dorris, “House
Votes WPA $100,000,000 More; Bars Higher Grant,” The New York
Times, April 1, 1939.

136. Another 9 percent responded, “it depends.”
137. This heightened Southern opposition to relief spending

may have reflected intensifying wartime concern about disrupting
the region’s labor market by undermining the dependence of
low-wage laborers on employers.
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old age assistance or agricultural subsidies, is a remin-
der that public support for New Deal welfare pro-
grams depended on whether the beneficiaries were
considered deserving members of the civic commu-
nity.138 Despite the severe recession of 1937 to 1938,
it seems that public sympathy for the unemployed
was not great enough to countenance a permanent
government “dole.”

Although few specific programs provoked as much
opposition as the WPA, the idea of cutting the overall
level of government spending was quite popular, at
least when posed in abstract terms. For example, a
March 1939 Gallup survey asked half of its respon-
dents the following question: “It has been suggested
that the Federal Government cut ALL expenditures
by 10 per cent. Do you favor this idea?” Respondents
with an opinion favored the cut by 81 percent vs. 19
percent, with 63 percent favoring an even more
drastic 20 percent cut. Southern whites mirror the
national numbers almost exactly, once again spitting
the difference between Northern Democrats and
Republicans. The split-sample survey asked the
other half of respondents a similar question about
spending cuts, but cued the specific programs
involved: “It has been suggested that the Federal

Government cut ALL expenditures—including
relief, farm aid, pensions, national defense and ordin-
ary government running expenses—by 10 per cent.
Do you favor this idea?” Faced with this question
wording, a majority of 55 percent vs. 45 percent
opposed the spending cut. Once again, Southern
whites’ response distribution was similar to the
national distribution and was about midway between
the two Northern partisan groups. These results,
which are typical of other surveys in the period,
speak to both the abstract opposition to high spend-
ing and the greater support for specific spending
programs. Just as it has become a commonplace of
American politics in recent years that the mass
public opposes federal spending in the abstract even
as it expresses support for most specific spending pro-
grams,139 a similar pattern is evident in the late 1930s
and 1940s. These results suggest that Republicans had
a potential weapon in appealing to abstract opposi-
tion to spending, but that they also had a strong
incentive to steer clear of targeting many specific
spending programs, with the notable exception of
relief policy.

In sum, an examination of a broad range of survey
items across the 1936 to 1945 period suggests that
most New Deal policies were much more popular
than its labor union policies. Although the public
was skeptical of programs that promised a dramatic
further increase in the national government’s role,
such as public ownership of key industries, there was
little mass support for a wholesale rollback of the
New Deal. Examination of comparable questions
series on issues like government ownership offers
signs of a general drift to the right in the late 1930s
and 1940s, but this trend did not translate into
support for specific, major conservative policy
changes outside of the labor relations field. Moreover,
a key difference between labor union issues and other
New Deal policies is that Southern whites tracked
overall Northern public opinion quite closely on
most New Deal-related policy issues, but they con-
verged with Northern Republicans in their conserva-
tism on policies concerning unions.140

Fig. 6. Comparison of trends in attitudes toward
unemployment relief and the WPA. Because the
questions become infrequent starting in 1941, the
loess lines after that date should be treated skeptically.

138. This echoes the conclusion in Newman and Jacobs,
“Brothers’ Keepers?” Newman and Jacobs argue that “the public
supported the constraints that legislators put on benefit programs,
and might have—left to their own devices—been even harsher” in
terms of restrictive and exclusionary provisions (p. 8).

139. Lloyd A. Free and Hadley Cantril, The Political Beliefs of
Americans: A Study of Public Opinion (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1968); James A. Stimson, Tides of Consent (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2004).

140. There are a handful of survey questions concerning
national health insurance during this period. These items, which
are included in Figure 4a, indicate widespread support for the gov-
ernment providing access to medical care to those who cannot
afford it. The surveys also indicate support for expanding Social
Security to include some form of medical insurance. However,
when respondents are offered the choice between medical care
provided through a plan set up by the government and care pro-
vided through private insurers, the mass public is closely divided,
and seemingly small question wording differences give rise to a sub-
stantially different tenor of results. See, for example, the July 1945
Gallup survey, which included a split-sample design asking two
different health insurance questions; Schiltz, “Public Attitudes
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CONCLUSIONS

In this paper, we have drawn on a treasure trove of
public opinion data to illuminate a critical era in
American political development. Our analyses consti-
tute the first comprehensive analysis of public
opinion toward New Deal liberalism in this period,
highlighting both commonalities and differences
across issue areas and population groups. Equally
important, the newly developed survey weights we
use adjust for class, gender, and other biases in the
samples, making them much more representative of
the U.S. population as a whole.141 This is an impor-
tant difference with previous analyses, almost every
one of which relies on unweighted results that may
be misleading.

The basic contours of mass opinion on New Deal
liberalism between 1936 and 1945 are now in focus.
The public was solidly in favor of most of the New
Deal, with some programs, such as Old Age Assist-
ance, enjoying very high levels of support that if any-
thing increased over this period. At the same time,
however, the public was receptive to calls for spending
cuts (“economy in government”) and expressed
growing skepticism toward such direct microeco-
nomic interventions as government ownership of
industry. Along with relief policies, the labor regime
instituted during the New Deal and World War II
stands out as a glaring exception to the rule of
public support for existing New Deal programs.
While public views on labor unions in general were
consistently favorable, attitudes toward pro-union pol-
icies, aggressive labor tactics, and militant labor

leaders were highly negative. Democrats in all
regions exhibited a marked turn against labor in the
years from 1937 to 1942. On non-labor issues, white
Southerners retained their ideologically moderate
position throughout the period, but by the early
1940s their attitudes toward labor issues were indistin-
guishable from those of Northern Republicans.

Dynamics at the mass level were closely connected
to those at the elite level. Republicans made strong
gains in Congress in 1938 and again in 1942, in the
latter election winning a majority of ballots cast
nationally, though not control of Congress itself. Con-
servative Southern Democrats moved to the right,
joining forces with the newly bolstered Republican
forces in Congress to oppose further New Deal initiat-
ives and target vulnerable aspects of the regime, such
as relief spending and pro-union policies. Conserva-
tives, however, were not merely passive beneficiaries
of rightward shifts in public opinion; rather, they
actively sought to shape public opinion in their
favor. These efforts were undertaken not only by
private actors,142 but also by elected officials
themselves.

Investigations, hearings, resolutions, and other offi-
cial activities provided conservative members of Con-
gress with particularly effective means of influencing
public opinion.143 Indeed, in the period we
examine, conservatives were much more successful
in organizing highly publicized rhetorical assaults
on the New Deal than in advancing conservative legis-
lation past the Democratic congressional leadership
and presidential veto. Due to conservative control of
the House Rules Committee, Democratic leaders
were unable to prevent such high-profile conservative
initiatives as the Dies Committee hearings on the
1937 sit-down strikes, Woodrum’s WPA investigation,
and Smith’s probe of the NLRB.144 These initiatives
received wide and usually favorable media coverage.
Public opinion polls then often followed up by
asking respondents about the conservative accusa-
tions. And as our results show, the public’s responses
in these polls were often consistent with what congres-
sional conservatives wanted them to believe. Of
course, the public may have been reacting to the
same events that triggered congressional investi-
gations—sit-down strikes, wartime labor militancy,
and the growing power of labor unions generally.
Sorting out the independent causal effect of conser-
vative opinion leadership requires data we do not
possess. We can at least say, however, that conservative

Toward Social Security,” 131–33. The broad sentiment in favor of
expanded access likely ran up against the abstract concerns about
spending and the government’s role noted above (as reflected in
the decreased support for government ownership of key industries
and rising concerns about communism and socialism), creating a
situation in which the framing of the issue would likely have a big
impact on the shape of public opinion. There is far more polling
regarding health insurance after 1945; a sustained examination
could help illuminate the extent to which the AMA’s success in
Congress was also reflected in battles over public opinion. For a pre-
liminary discussion, see Robert W. Mickey and Eric Schickler,
“Battles over National Health Insurance during the New and Fair
Deals and Their Legacies,” unpublished manuscript (2008). A sys-
tematic comparison of health politics in the United States and
Britain is provided by Lawrence R. Jacobs, The Health of Nations:
Public Opinion and the Making of American and British Health Policy
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993). Jacobs finds wide-
spread public support for direct governmental provision of health
care in Britain by the early 1940s. While Jacobs’s analysis of Amer-
ican public opinion data focuses on the late 1950s and 1960s
(leading up to the passage of Medicare), he argues that there was
far greater ambivalence in the United States with regard to national
health insurance in the 1940s than was the case in Britain. We
suspect that detailed analysis of the available opinion data on
national health insurance from the 1940s would confirm Jacobs’s
argument.

141. An important caveat is that Southern blacks are so under-
represented in the samples that in most cases we can say little about
them.

142. For accounts of business efforts to shape public opinion,
see Fones-Wolf, Selling Free Enterprise; Jacobs, “‘How About Some
Meat?’”; Richard S. Tedlow, “The National Association of Manufac-
turers and Public Relations during the New Deal,” Business History
Review 50, no. 1 (1976).

143. For a general discussion of Congress members’ actions in
the “public sphere,” see Mayhew, America’s Congress.

144. Schickler and Pearson, “Agenda Control.”
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congressional initiatives were intended to move
public opinion to the right, and the poll data are con-
sistent with the claim that they were successful.

Our findings have important implications for scho-
larly understandings of politics during the late New
Deal and Second World War. While not absent from
existing accounts of this period, public opinion does
tend to play a secondary role relative to the activities
of politicians, intellectuals, activists, and leaders
of labor, business, and other groups. The public
opinion data from this period reinforce some elite-
level accounts of this period while qualifying or chal-
lenging others.

Most directly, our findings reaffirm the central role
of organized labor in both the achievements and
limitations of the New Deal. Beginning with the
1937 sit-down strikes, the public reacted with increas-
ing negativity to what it perceived to be the growing
militancy and power of labor unions. While Ameri-
cans continued to express broad support for labor
unions in principle, labor organizations and leaders,
particularly the CIO and John L. Lewis, became extra-
ordinarily unpopular, and were widely perceived to be
doing too little to support the war mobilization in the
early 1940s. It was also widely believed that commu-
nists influenced or controlled many unions, a
charge that would become much more explosive in
the late 1940s, after the outbreak of the Cold War.

The severity and breadth of anti-labor sentiment,
which was expressed by the public in both the North
and the South, underscore the difficult strategic pos-
ition of labor leaders and their liberal allies. Even as
full employment and maintenance-of-membership
led to swelling union ranks, labor leaders struggled
to balance shop-floor militancy against growing
popular and congressional pressure for anti-labor legis-
lation. Given the ferocious public response to labor
radicalism and aggressive strike tactics, especially
during the war, it seems probable that the more mili-
tant strategies favored by Lewis, as well as by many
labor historians, would only have provoked a harsher
popular and electoral reaction. Although control of
the White House enabled labor’s allies to block most
hostile legislation until 1947, it is worth noting that
the anti-union reaction at the mass level was largely
complete by 1943, casting some doubt on claims that
a genuine social-democratic window of opportunity
still existed in the war’s immediate aftermath.145 Seen
in this light, the achievements of more accommodative
union leaders and their progressive liberal allies in con-
structing a secure, if limited, place for labor in the New
Deal regime seem all the more impressive.146

The fact remains, however, that by the late 1930s
organized labor, a core element of the liberal

Democratic coalition, was viewed with considerable
suspicion by many voters, including many Northerners
who had cast their ballots for Roosevelt in 1936. The
CIO, arguably the single most promising organiz-
ational vehicle in society for promoting a broad
liberal agenda, became deeply divisive in the North
and practically a pariah in the South. Thus, at the
same time that it was essential for liberal advances,
organized labor also presented conservatives with a
powerful issue with which to mobilize opposition to
progressive candidates and policies. Indeed, the role
of unions and labor-management relations dominated
the Republican political program leading up to their
successful 1946 drive to retake control of Congress.147

Our findings both reinforce and qualify Katznelson
and his collaborators’ argument that Southern repre-
sentatives in Congress constituted the crucial obstacle
to the establishment of social democracy in the
United States. Echoing the patterns they identify in
Congress, we show that white Southerners began
this period as relative moderates on labor issues, but
by the early 1940s were indistinguishable from North-
ern Republicans—a pattern not present with regard
to other economic issues, about which Southerners
remained ideological centrists. At the same time,
the data indicate that the anti-labor reaction was
hardly unique to the South; Northern Democrats’
labor attitudes turned sharply more negative as well.
The key difference is that Southern Democrats
began the period substantially less supportive of orga-
nized labor than their fellow partisans in the
North.148 By 1945, even if one ignores the South,
there simply was no national liberal majority on
labor issues. The parallel movement in North and

145. See, for example, Bell, The Liberal State on Trial; Jacobs,
“‘How About Some Meat?’”.

146. Plotke, Building a Democratic Political Order.

147. Bell, The Liberal State on Trial, 25–26. Some scholars have
asserted that in the 1930s and 1940s, “Anti-New Deal sentiment
could gain only limited traction when expressed in opposition to
labor, universalistic social programs, or the development of a
national security state, all of which enjoyed wide support”; Joseph
E. Lowndes, From the New Deal to the New Right: Race and the Southern
Origins of Modern Conservatism (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 2008), 12. Our opinion data, along with Republicans’ eager-
ness to exploit anti-union sentiment in campaigns, introduces a
major caveat to such claims.

148. The correspondence between trends at the mass level and
in Congress provides suggestive evidence that despite the South’s
restrictive one-party regime, Southern representatives were sensi-
tive to changes in the preferences of (at least some of) their
white constituents. This responsiveness—termed “dynamic rep-
resentation” by James A. Stimson, Michael B. Mackuen, and
Robert S. Erikson, “Dynamic Representation,” American Political
Science Review 89, no. 3 (1995)—suggests that the characterization
of the American South as an “authoritarian” regime requires refine-
ment; for such characterizations, see Farhang and Katznelson, “The
Southern Imposition”; Edward L. Gibson, “Boundary Control: Sub-
national Authoritarianism in Democratic Countries,” World Politics
58 (2005); Robert W. Mickey, “The Beginning of the End for
Authoritarian Rule in America: Smith v. Allwright and the Abolition
of the White Primary in the Deep South, 1944–1948,” Studies in
American Political Development 22, no. 2 (2008). For further examin-
ation of this theme, see Caughey, “The Mass Basis of the ‘Southern
Imposition’.”
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South is in tension with the otherwise plausible argu-
ment that Southern members of Congress turned
against pro-labor policies in the 1940s because they
began to view them as a threat to “the durability of
Jim Crow.”149 Unless the simultaneous anti-labor
turn in the North was simply coincidental, unions’
potential threat to racial hierarchy in the South
would seem to be a better explanation for Souther-
ners’ overall lower level of support rather than for
the change in that support.150

Our results indicate that while ordinary citizens’
grasp of rarified questions of political economy may
have been limited, debates among elites took place
on a terrain crucially shaped and constrained by
public opinion.151 The public’s increasing skepticism
toward aggressive government efforts at microeco-
nomic management and restructuring presented
opportunities for conservative opponents to attack
the weak spots of the New Deal regime and encour-
aged liberalism’s ideological evolution. It would be
misleading, however, to view the public’s conservative
turn as merely an exogenous force on elite politics.
Rather, politicians and interest-group leaders
shaped public opinion even as they responded to it.
Aided by a largely cooperative news media, investi-
gations of labor unions and New Deal agencies insti-
gated by Republican members of Congress and
their Southern allies were strategically designed to
provoke a conservative, anti-labor reaction in the
public, improving the electoral prospects of anti–
New Deal politicians and policies.

More broadly, our results reinforce insights from
Stimson and his collaborators, who have highlighted
the equilibrating dynamics in aggregate public
opinion, noting that in the post–World War II
period, moments of liberal policy innovation tended
to lead to conservative shifts in the public mood
and vice versa.152 Our data reveal a similar pattern
in the pre–World War II data, suggesting that the big

liberal advances of the early-to-mid-1930s were followed
by signs of a more conservative mood. Indeed, many of
the liberal hopes raised in the 1930s and early 1940s
would be put off until the 1960s, when the next
major liberal mood would become prominent—and
once again, the liberal policy advances of that era
were followed by a conservative reaction. This post–
Great Society reaction is usually cited as the time
when liberalism came to be associated with unpopular
political symbols, especially poor and unemployed min-
orities. By contrast, liberalism during the New Deal is
often characterized as representing

the working people of America: “the common
man.” [L]iberalism was conjoined with pictures
of workers, often unionized and almost always
white, hard-working people, playing by the
rules, and trying to get ahead. It is hard to
imagine an image better suited to politics
than being with and for the common man.153

While there is no doubt that the symbolic associations
of liberalism changed dramatically in the mid-1960s,
it is worth pointing out that the labor unions that
formed the backbone of New Deal liberalism were
hardly popular symbols themselves, at least at the
time.154 If organized labor became more popular
after the 1940s, it is perhaps largely because the
sharp reaction it experienced during this decade
caused it to scale back its ambitious goals of trans-
forming the American political economy.

Evidence from the 1930s also highlights how the
terms of policy debate have been reshaped by each
wave of liberal (or conservative) legislative success.
The specific programs created by Roosevelt and the
Democratic Congresses of the 1930s were generally
far more popular than was liberalism in the abstract.
Many of these programs quickly developed their own
constituencies and won a mass following that would
stand in the way of retrenchment and instead give
rise to a politics of gradual expansion. Social Security
is the most famous case of this dynamic from the
1930s, but it is not the only one.155 Minimum-wage
and maximum-hours laws, crop subsidies, financial
market regulations, and government housing programs
each gained wide approval and had a lasting impact.156

149. Farhang and Katznelson, “The Southern Imposition,” 1.
150. Given the hostility toward labor unions in rural farm areas

in both the North and the South, one might ask whether an agricul-
tural political economy is not a better explanation for the South’s
opposition to pro-labor policies than its fear of many unions’
racial liberalism. A systematic comparison of rural–urban cleavages
in public opinion is beyond the scope of this paper, but it is worth
noting that the disaffection of rural representatives with an increas-
ingly urban-oriented New Deal is a prominent theme in Mayhew’s
seminal analysis of party loyalty in Congress as well as in Patterson’s
work; David R. Mayhew, Party Loyalty Among Congressmen: The Differ-
ence Between Democrats and Republicans, 1947–1962 (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1966); Patterson, Congressional Conserva-
tism and the New Deal. Of course, there were also fundamental politi-
cal differences between farm areas in and out of the South. This
perspective does suggest, however, that the most anomalous
feature of rural Southerners’ position with regard to labor may
have been their unusually high level of support for measures like
the Wagner Act, which was largely the product of their loyalty to
Roosevelt and the Democratic Party, rather than their subsequent
opposition.
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but distrust of the WPA did not translate into a more general drive
to scale back most of the New Deal welfare state. Given the
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The political travails of organized labor, however, fit
less comfortably into existing stories about how pro-
grams become self-reinforcing. In this case, new gov-
ernmental programs and agencies helped spur the
development of a strong political force, but this new
force also gave rise to a counter-reaction that would
prove equally important. The strength of this reaction
is rooted, at least in part, in the disruptive potential
inherent in labor union power. That is, an empow-
ered labor movement held the potential to reorder
authority relations within the workplace and to
transform the national government’s relationship
with corporate America.157 Just as the environmental
and consumer-friendly legislation of the 1960s and
early 1970s gave rise to a wave of corporate political

organization and activity,158 union successes in the
mid-1930s fed a reaction that took both legal and
extralegal forms. Faced with an electorate that was
open to direct challenges to established authority
relations, unions might well have been able to with-
stand this assault and become the backbone of an
effective social democratic coalition.159 Instead,
however, as Northern voters increasingly elected
Republicans to Congress and defeated such
pro-union stalwarts as Governor Frank Murphy of
Michigan, and as Southern whites eagerly joined
with Republicans to attack alleged union excesses, a
much different political dynamic took shape as
America moved from the promise of the second
New Deal into the 1940s and beyond.
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