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Abstract

The economic slump of the 1930s heralded a new era of crisis in the United States. It
also led to innovative strategies of cultural patronage, the latter being defined herein as
the relationship between a provider of protection and material support, and a cultural
practitioner, whose production was oriented toward the needs of the patron. Such
patterns form the basis of this study. Although initially examining the federal
government's attempt to fund artists and writers, a specific cultural strategy that was part
of the Roosevelt administration’s more general counter-crisis activity, the study
introduces a comparative dimension by discussing the responses of the organised
literary left to the Depression. This emphasis also unearths a significant secondary
problematic, that of the selective amnesia concerning the 1930s which has constructed a
number of 'orthodox' readings of the period. Given the 'common sense' character of such
mythology, the study has drawn upon an intentionally broad range of sources in order to
present an alternative narrative. This has allowed for the identification of a number of
common themes across federally-funded culture and that of the left: namely,
egalitarianism, a realist approach to representation, and an underlying 'documentary
impulse'. We can then see how a sense of crisis became embedded in cultural
production, serving as a permanent reminder of economic breakdown and its
consequences. An assessment is made of the influences and interplay of various factors,
primarily crisis and patronage, which through the medium of the state and the organised
left intelligentsia are brought to bear on the direction, appropriation, form and content of
cultural practice.
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Introduction - Culture and the Crisis Revisited

Perceptions of the 1930s are in constant flux. Shaped and reshaped to fit the priorities of
the present, a decade's images and experiences are a potential treasure trove for those using
history as a contemporary resource. At the time of writing, the spectres of fascism,
appeasement, war in Europe and even Franklin D. Roosevelt are repeatedly dragged out of
the past and endowed with an often spurious capacity to explain the present. Inaccurate
analogies are widespread; thus, Saddam Hussein is presented as the 'mew Hitler', while
President Bill Clinton's short-lived '‘New Covenant' was said to resemble the New Deal of
FDR. Other aspects of the period, such as mass unemployment, white supremacy or pre-
war diplomacy, have been quietly ignored, lost in a seemingly incessant preoccupation with
wartime anniversaries. As Richard Pells suggests, 'any effort to re-examine the conflicts
and passmns of the 1930s becomes, inevitably, a commentary on contemporary problems
as well'.! This theme is explored at length in the chapters which follow.

This is a study of the legitimation crisis predominant in the inter-war years. It focuses upon
the question of cultural patronage, 1.e. the patterns of protection, support and dependency
that occur between cultural practitioner and cultural patron. (A more extensive definition
is considered below.) Such patronage occurred against the backdrop of the major
upheavals that afflicted the major Western powers after the post-1918 settlement: the
slump, fascism and Soviet prestige, and global war, climaxing in another far-reaching post-
war settlement. These unwieldy historical entities allow us to impose order and continuity
on our understanding of history, alert us to key changes in social df:veloprnent.2 In our
study of patronage we consider the impact of legitimation crisis upon cultural politics.
More precisely, we seek to address the capacity of arts patronage to typify these broader
trends.

It may appear that this use of ‘typify’ implies ‘ordinary’, in that we are proposing a study of
the most average features of cultural patronage. Had we chosen this route, the study would
probably reflect the climate of the 1930s, where patronage - here used loosely to denote a
direct relationship between cultural production and public institutions - grew to _
unprecedented levels. Indeed, it was a decade when it became ‘typical’ (i.e. ordinary) for
writers to sign political statements and for artists to embellish government buildings.
However, this study attempts to go beyond such generalities, perhaps in contrast to the
body of works given over to describing ‘literature on the barricades’ and ‘art on relief’.
Discussing the capacity of cultural patronage to ‘typify’ the key crises of the inter-war
period entails an acknowledgement of its extraordinary character. In the historically
specific forms that it assumed in the 1930s, patronage represented a key ‘moment’ in social
development. Not only were there responses in the arts to the Depression, but the
Depression and its attendant features shaped - and to a lesser extent were shaped by - a

! Richard Pells, Radical Visions and American Dreams (dedletown Conn.: Wesleyan University Press,
1973), p.xi.

2 John Baxendale and Christopher Pawling, Narrating the Thirties: A Decade in the Making, 1930 to the
Present.(London: Macmillan, 1996), pp. 1-2.
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dialectic of cultural patronage. It is this pattern, of interaction between culture and crisis,
cultural production and state intervention, that forms the object of this study.

In short, discussions of this interaction force us to distinguish between historical
developments in the years 1929 to 1941 on the one hand, and the received image of the
1930s on the other. Throughout this study we refer to the latter of these historical and
discursive constructs as 'the Thirties', denoting a mythology (unlike its chronological
counterpart). This second period denotes not merely the passage of ten years, but a
selection of a number of trends and events, semi-consciously reconstructing the decade
according to particular interpretations.3 Throughout this process, a decade - itself often
presented as adrift from any previous influences - is discussed in terms that, taken
collectively, further solidify an extant 'master narrative'. As a result, one-sided
interpretations have been a staple feature of both radical and conservative cultural
historiography, producing a familiar sequence of polarities: democracy against
totalitarianism, high culture against mass culture, Europe against America. Such binary
oppositions can mystify the inter-war period while maintaining 'the Thirties' as an entity
whose self-evident nature obviates the need to learn from it. Barriers to understanding the
past impair our capacity to learn from it in order to transform the present.

Historical facts are subject to new interpretations, often conditioned by the preoccupations
of the period in which they were made. This suggests at best fundamental differences of
interpretation, at worst mystification. Even the interpretation of the decade as an entity in
its own right is problematic. Do we adhere to strict chronology, or treat some key event as
a turning point, differentiating 'the Thirties' from its predecessors? Do we enact narrative
closure amid uncertainty, at the onset of European war in 1939, or at the point of allied
victory in 19457 It seems that 'the Thirties' can only serve as a motif for numerous social,
political, and cultural crises if adapted to fit specific national experiences. Claims to
universality become forfeit, yet such particularism rests uneasily alongside the generalised
character of the crisis which, to varying extents, served to destabilise and discredit the
dominant strata of every major western society.

Given that its life as a discursive construct is the product of years of debate, why another
thesis on the 1930s/ ‘the Thirties’? It is certainly beyond the scope of this study to analyse
the components of the decade's crises in all their variety. Although it attempts to engage
with the totality of ideological and cultural relations characteristic of the period, what
follows is necessarily selective. The investigation revolves around issues of cultural
production and cultural politics in the United States between 1929-1941. Nevertheless it
alights upon broader concerns, not least the breakdown and negotiation of central tenets of
Western ideals and social thought. Thus 'the Thirties', as a distinct entity and ideological

3 A parallel process precipitated ‘the Sixties’, a construct symbolising political turmoil in the years 1968-
1974. See Fredric Jameson, ‘Periodising the 60s’, The Ideologies of Theory - Essays 1971-1986, Volume 2:
The Syntax of History (London: Routledge, 1988), p.207. Frank Furedi presents antagonism towards the
period as a distraction from a serious discussion of the inter-war years; the ‘other Sixties ’ was a period in
which key assumptions about the nature of social order were undermined. Mythical Past, Elusive Future:
History and Society in an Anxious Age (London: Pluto, 1992), pp.152-161.
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construct, reflects the historical facts underlying the traumatic 'moral impasse' precipitated
by war and slump. Such disruption makes the period a crucial site of historical
contestation, even today; neither culture nor the relations of its production are able to stand
aloof from the controversy. Hence, the study which follows investigates the state and the
intelligentsia, concepts which become the twin pillars of support for many key accounts of
the period.

From this abstract and 'macro’ level, we build up an increasingly detailed picture of the
interactions between state, crisis, and questions of tradition and aesthetics. Outside of
Hollywood, such relationships were a zone of engagement where some of the key changes
of the 1930s were negotiated. 'Culture and the crisis' is not solely a theme of this study; it
is also the title of the manifesto launched by prominent American intellectuals supporting
the Communist Party's presidential slate in the 1932 election.” The launch of Culture and
the Crisis was an event significant not in its own terms, but indicative of a broader shift in
the popular consciousness of the decade. That America's best and brightest sponsored the
Communist slate suggests a profound uncertainty within the American elite; conversely, a
focus on literary developments in a period of crisis can be enriched by an understanding of
the crisis itself. Designed to supplement William Z. Foster's Towards Soviet America,
which served as the official Communist platform, the manifesto's effects at the polls were
minimal. Yet in its own way, Culture and the Crisis highlights the ‘zeitgeist’ of the inter-
war period.

Here it is important to make a point on methodology: in order to engage with cultural
patronage in the 1930s successfully, our account will need to go beyond a simple
interrogation of key myths. It must identify the forces driving cultural production and
consider their impact upon society. Some trends are evident empirically; thus, the
existence of a 'documentary impulse' is preserved in countless photographs, newsreels and
government archives. Other trends are 'hidden from history', their existence embedded
deeper in such archives or shredded along with incriminating letters and documents during
the McCarthy era. Emphasising both types of archival evidence is important, but an
overemphasis on empirical findings, perhaps at the expense of theory, can also sever the
theme under discussion from wider concerns. Moreover, both kinds of overemphasis have
contributed to the central dichotomies that characterise many studies of the era: history
from above is counterposed to history from below. This raises an important
methodological question, concerning the different degree of importance to attach to
particular objects of study. How much priority should ‘official’ archival sources be
accorded, as compared to oral history, personal memoirs and the private correspondence of
‘witnesses to history’? As we attempt to demonstrate throughout, much of this process can
be as bound up with the preoccupations of the present as it is concerned with the past.

However, before exploring the rewriting of history, we should first consider some of the
historical forces at work during the period itself. In so doing, the contours of this thesis

4 Ibid., pp. 88-126. :
5 League of Professional Groups for Foster and Ford, Culture and the Crisis (New York: League of

Professional Groups, 1932).
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should become clear. Several issues of terminology warrant immediate attention. Already
a distinction between the 1930s and ‘the Thirties” has been made; the former refers to a
specific decade, the latter to a more general, and ideological reconstruction of that decade's
features. It can loosely denote a style or sensibility, or more specifically become the target
of vilification or praise depending on one's political perspectives. It can encompass events
not strictly occurring between 1930 and 1939, several of which this study concerns. Such
inclusion is an entirely legitimate endeavour, as cultural historians are not bound to the
calendar in the manner of astrologers: such numerical devices are largely arbitrary in
relation to human experiences, whereas the use of historical periodisation is not, as it
allows us to generalise common concerns.

- Avoiding meaningless chronological restrictions also allows us to pinpoint some of the
continuities across decades. What legacy did the political crises following World War One
bequeath to Herbert Hoover and FDR? Did New Deal funding for the arts emerge in a
vacuum, or were there antecedents? When detective fiction articulated the crises
characteristic of the 1930s, was this a new departure? Did the writers and artists backing
the Communist Party slate in 1932 commit the 'treason of the intellectuals', as was
subsequently claimed, or were they simply amplifying the alienation felt by their 'Lost
Generation' predecessors? Taken together, how did these cultural concerns relate to
America's entry into world war and its subsequent superpower ascendancy? A grasp of
these inter-relationships is the key to overturning ‘the Thirties’, the better to reinterpret the
totality of one of the bleakest phases in what Eric Hobsbawm describes as the Age of
Extremes.® In short, bad periodisation, selective memory and the concerns of the present
all make ‘the Thirties’ into a compelling yet inherently unstable construct, forcing one to
clarify terminology in order to clear the decks for a more detailed exposition.

Other terminological matters are more straightforward. Thus, once capitalised, the terms
'Communist’ and 'Communism' signify an allegiance to the Third International or
Comintern, a 'franchise' held by the Communist Party of the United States of America
(CPUSA) during the period under consideration. (Unlike the traditionalist historiography
of US Communism pioneered by Theodore Draper, this nomenclature does not, at least in
our study, denote a foreign institution characterised by its total subordination to Moscow.)
However, frequent references to communists and communism also appear, which we use to
suggest a commitment to human liberation despite the collapse of this project in the Soviet
Union. As we argue below, the profile enjoyed by these political traditions in both the
1930s and ‘the Thirties’ is in part reflective of the extent of crisis within the United States,
and it forms the basis of the second section of this study.

The 1930s and ‘the Thirties’, communists and Communists; such issues of terminology
indicate the extent to which we are entering highly contested territory. However, such
struggles perhaps pale into insignificance next to the battles over the category 'culture'. 'In a
study of the relationship between culture and crisis, an elaboration of what we mean by the
former is necessary. Indeed, in the 1930s it was no coincidence that a quest to breathe a

6 Hobsbawm, Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century 1914-1991 (London: Michael Joseph, 1994),
esp. pp. 21-222.
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satisfactory meaning into this category concerned federal arts administrators and self-
professed Marxist critics alike. (In turn, this antagonised adherents of a more conventional
view of culture, who restricted its use to describing ‘the best’ in high, usually European,
culture.) The widespread preoccupation with culture and cultural policy in the midst of the
Depression is central to our investigation, both as an historical phenomenon and as a
constitutive element in the subsequent construction of ‘the Thirties’ as a generic historical
narrative. It also obliges us to attempt a working definition and to locate the study in a.
broader, interdisciplinary tradition of cultural studies.

Today the question of culture is inescapable. On one hand it is the focus of the most
expansive sectors of social theory. On the other it is used to describe all manner of
ostensibly cultural conflicts, where some societies self-destruct in a re-enactment of ‘age-

- old ethnic hatreds’, or threaten more stable societies with a ‘clash of civilisations’.” With
the disintegration of conventional political life, culture has come to the fore as a means of
understanding the world. It is both perceived as a site of liberation and as the embodiment
of society's fears and insecurities. Given its near universal descriptive applicability, its
ubiquitous character in current discussion and its susceptibility to multiple interpretations,
it would be appropriate to explain its usage, not least in the present study’s title.

According to Raymond Williams the process of culture is 'that of the essential relation, the
true interaction, between patterns learned and created in the mind and patterns
communicated and made active in relationships, conventions, and institutions".® In short,
‘culture is ordinary’,” notwithstanding Williams's call for us to keep this definition from
being applied so loosely as to make obsolete the term 'society’.'® Williams's analysis
marked a break with Matthew Arnold's definition of culture as 'the best', a canon of the
highest range of human achievement to be explored through disinterested speculation.'! In
contrast to this relatively narrow approach developed in mid-Victorian Britain, Williams
coupled a defence of culture as 'lived experience' with a commitment to progressive public
intellectuals reworking it around truly democratic priorities and principles.

Significantly, the approach pioneered by Williams was subjected to the trenchant critique
of Edward Thompson, with whom we would concur. In a 1961 essay responding to The
Long Revolution’s separation of society into such different ‘systems’ as production, culture
and so forth, Thompson theorised a basic ‘kernel’ of characteristic human relationships:

Within the limits of the epoch there are characteristic tensions and contradictions,
which cannot be transcended unless we transcend the epoch itself and a moral

7 See Samuel P. Huntingdon, ‘The Clash of Civilisations’, Foreign Affairs, Summer 1993, passim. In
passing, we should note the similarity between Huntingdon’s emphasis on conflict over cultural difference
and the writing of Oswald Spengler, who enjoyed a considerable US audience in the inter-war period.

8 Williams, The Long Revolution (Harmondsworth Penguin, 1961), p.89.

° Raymond Williams, ‘Culture is Ordinary’, in Norman McKenzie (ed.), Convictions (London: MacGibbon
and Gee, 1958); reprinted in Resources of Hope (London Verso, 1989), pp. 3-18.

19 The Long Revolution, p.58.

' Matthew Arnold, “The Function of Criticism at the Present Time’ (1864), reprinted in Stephan Collins
(ed.), Culture and Anarchy and Other Writings (Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 42.
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logic and it is futile to argue as to which we give priority since they are different
k) 12

expressions of the same “kernel of human relationship”.
A recent exposition summarised Thompson’s conception as ‘a refusal of any analytic
distinction that conceals the social character of the “material” itself ... a way of
discouraging analytic procedures that tend to obscure historical relations’.* Williams
never freed himself entirely from the Arnoldian notion of culture and its inherent idealism.
In short, we need to build upon his approach to culture by locating it within a broader

totality of social and historical relations.

While the meaning of culture is controversial, there is no a priori reason for this. In certain
periods of British history the development of the 'best self' was not deemed a necessary
safeguard against anarchy, due to a self-evident division of society into rulers and ruled.
Conditions of uncertainty fuelled a demand for cultural theory of the type propounded by
Arnold. Paradoxically, the perceived lack of culture in the United States - which,
according to Arnoldian criteria, was absent on account of a predominantly middle class US
elite - circumvented much discussion of culture in these terms.'* It is not until the recent
period that ‘culturalism' has significantly influenced American thought, partly informing the
contemporary debate over higher education.'®

This is not to suggest that the United States had no tradition of analysing culture; indeed,
quite the opposite. Writing during the build-up to the 1939-1945 war, F.O. Matthiessen
sought to locate a national literary tradition, in part to establish the parameters of what
America stood for.'® Previously, ‘American literature in its entirety was condescendingly
regarded by American as well as British professors of English as a minor offshoot of
British high culture. Rather than attack the dominion of the Brahmins, Matthiessen simply
applied the method of close reading to demonstrate the clarifying power and pleasure
available to readers of his five major writers: Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman, Hawthorne,
and Melville’.!” In the process he explained how the form and function of this quintet’s
prose and poetry was more than the sum of its parts, paving the way for the formation of an
American canon. This signified the onset of national cultural rehabilitation, in that US
culture was beginning to climb out from under the shadow of Europe..

REP. Thompson, ‘The Long Revolution, II’, New Left Review 10 (1961), pp. 28-29.

13 Ellen Meiksins Wood, Democracy Against Capitalism: Renewing Historical Materialism (Cambridge
University Press, 1995), p. 74.

14 Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, pp. 89, 91, 99, 181-182; 198-199.

15 patrick Brantlinger, Crusoe’s Footprints: Cultural Studies in Britain and America, (London: Routledge,
1990), passim.

16 American Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age of Emerson and Whitman (1941) (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1968); see also Richard Ruland and Malcolm Bradbury, From Puritanism to '
Postmodernism: A History of American Literature (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 305.

171 e0 Marx, ‘Double Consciousness and the Cultural Politics of F.O. Matthiessen’, Monthly Review,
February 1983, p. 39. See also Richard Bradbury, 'F.O. Matthiessen’s "Devotion to the Possibility of
Democracy" and his Place as an American Intellectual’, in David Murray (ed.), American Cultural Critics
(Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1995); George Abbott White, 'F.O. Matthiessen’, in Mari Jo Buhle et al
(eds.) Encyclopedia of the American Left (Chicago: St. James Press, 1990), p.454.
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Although formally devoted to culture, Matthiessen’s subject matter was primarily
literature, but this paved the way for a broader discussion, analogous to that engaged in by
Williams and Thompson in Britain. Although the United States lagged behind Britain in
the evolution of cultural studies as a distinctive ‘school’, within two decades this process
found a broader resonance. On both sides of the Atlantic, 'the discovery of popular culture -
was also an expressly political move, related to ideas of nationhood; thereby linked to a
third constitutive feature of modernity, the formation of national identity in addition to
industrialisation and democratisation’.'® In sum, the rise of cultural studies expressed a
particular moment of transition in the West. Simultaneously, it also provided theoretical
perspectives from which to explore the crisis-ridden era that helped to constitute the post-
war world.

These examples demonstrate the polymorphous character of the category ‘culture’, the
source of its strengths and weaknesses. The category is forever torn between its timeless
aspects - a short-hand reference to tradition and quality or to a much larger totality - and its
historically specific content; at times a pseudonym for race and nation,'? at others a symbol
of compromise, but most often a site of contestation and challenge. On balance, whether
considered from the ‘top down’ (high culture, ‘Kings and Queens’ history), ‘from below’,
or in the mediated forms which constitute its appearance, we use the term culture to denote
the sum total of human activity and experience, suggesting a dynamic social process which
eludes fixed definitions. Simultaneously, the focus of this study is very much concerned
with culture in the slightly narrower sense of the term, recalling Williams's opposition to
using it as interchangeable with 'society’.

Rather than labelling culture as a thing, we attempt to identify the relationships which
constitute it. From this perspective, one is struck by its recurrent connections with crises.
From the examples cited above, it is clear that concerns about culture are often expressive
of wider social trends. Thus, while the form of a particular discussion may revolve around
a particular practice or aesthetic convention, it does not take place in isolation from other
developments. In practice, this meant that Prohibition (1919-1933), ostensibly concerned
with the habits of city populations, often involved the authorities presenting social control
~ and mass politics as an attempt to protect the national ‘way of life’ from alien influences.
Meanwhile, small town-based, predominantly Protestant citizens experienced social change
as a 'clash of cultures'.” As Chapter One argues, the state in the 1920s appealed to and
actively fermented such divisions, the better to legitimise its hegemony by constructing a
base of support. Essentially conservative, such intervention sought to ossify civil society -
the market excepted - within a narrow pattern of unchanging relationships. If successful,
such policies could be almost naturalised, seen as entirely traditional and ‘common sense’.

The arguments we shall develop in this study seek to establish the mediations between
social crisis and specific cultural practices, primarily - in this study - the fine arts, the

18 Jim McGuigan, Cultural Populism (London: Routledge, 1992), p. 10.
1° See Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Chatto and Windus, 1993); passim, esp. p.259.

20 See George Marsden, Fundamentalism and Amqrican Culture: The Shaping of Twentieth Century
Evangelism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980).
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novel, and literary criticism. Such pursuits evidently presuppose cultural practitioners
behind them, which in turn would extend the analysis beyond individuals - no matter how
'typical’ of their era - and into the factors leading to their demarcation from the rest of
society. As we see below, the arenas in which such tensions were played out range from
the 'little magazine' to the machinery of state (itself seldom associated with cultural
production). Although working critically within the traditions of British cultural studies,
mention of the state should also remind us of the importance of overcoming the 'schism
between the hermeneutic mainstream of British cultural studies and the political economy
of culture'.?! Likewise, the specific features of cultural manifestations of crisis in the 1930s
should not blind us to the underlying economic relations. Echoing Thompson, we suggest
that ‘ideology and culture have a “logic” of their own which constitutes an “authentic”
element in social and historical processes’, while maintaining that if ‘the determinative
effects of the mode of production are simultaneously operative in both the “economy” and

in “non-economic” spheres, they are also ubiquitous’.*

Conversely, we should avoid a vulgar determinism which parcels out the economic and the
cultural into discrete spheres of 'base’ and 'superstructure'.” Instead, our investigation is
concerned with relationships, the expressions of dual crises of legitimacy and accumulation
within a distinct social milieu, reverberating throughout the latter's cultural production and
beyond into wider society, 'a totality comprising separate but interrelated levels which do
not develop at the same tempo'. * In this instance the 'levels' involved include the state,
the market, the intelligentsia and a range of aesthetic practices, each operating with varying
degrees of relative autonomy from one another. In other words, we need to assess 1930s
cultural politics as both subject to and expressive of a process of combined and uneven
development.

Historical Forces 1: Patronage

We have begun by identifying the specific theme of this study as crisis and its relationship
to culture. It has been further suggested that understanding such interactions could both be
advanced and retarded by ‘the Thirties’, that collection of dominant tropes and selective

" memories that has hegemonised mainstream historical interpretation of the inter-war years.

Hence, a sensitivity to crisis and to the central paradigms is a precondition for the
investigation of a particular decade. However, it is also too broad a topic to be explored
adequately in a single work. Without eschewing a sense of the 1930s as a totality, we
attempt to engage with the trends outlined above through a specific theme; that of cultural

2 McGuigan, Cultural Populism, p. 214.

22 Meiksins Wood, Democracy Against Capitalism, p.63. We would also add that ideology is both of
necessity contradictory and that it requires a certain internal consistency.

2 A significant methodological influence on this study is Franz Jakubowski’s 1936 work, Ideology and
Superstructure in Historical Materialism (London: Pluto, 1989) and Georg Lukdcs, ‘What is Orthodox
Marxism?’, in History and Class Consciousness (London: Merlin, 1974). On the fragmentation of this
approach in the post-war period see Frank Richards, ‘Marxism in our Time’, Confrontation 1, Summer 1986,
pp. 4-31; Richards, ‘Revisionism, Imperialism and the State: the method of Capital and the dogma of State
Monopoly Capitalism’, Revolutionary Communist Papers 4 (1979).

24 Alan Swingewood, The Myth of Mass Culture (London: Macmillan, 1977), p. 32.
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patronage. In examining the ways that crisis tendencies registered within the sphere of
cultural production and shaped political strategies and activities within that sphere, the
concept of patronage appears repeatedly. At this stage, it warrants a more detailed
explication.

At its most basic, patronage is a relationship of support and protection, in which a more
powerful and well-resourced body creates the scope for others to pursue particular goals.
More contentiously, it suggests a peculiar combination of freedom and dependency. On
one hand, the patron can defend its beneficiaries from hardship and from external
predations; on the other, the possibility that such support can be withdrawn attests to the
limited autonomy that such arrangements allow. Moreover, one could go so far as to
highlight the assumed balance of superiority and subordination between the two parties; i.e.
it was not necessarily a free relationship between two equals. As we see in later chapters,
parts of cultural production were drawn into a framework approximating the one described
above in response to the Great Depression. Before we continue, this framework warrants
greater elaboration. Sceptics may question whether the category is too general to explain
the wide range of developments that we consider here. Likewise, given the European
setting in which conventional models of patronage developed, its applicability to the
United States appears equally suspect. In considering this question at length, we can
further elaborate upon the tensions between general trends and their specific manifestations
that play a substantial part in this study.

The development of the arts in pre-industrial Europe relied upon a system connecting
institutions to individual craft producers. Sections of the aristocracy had a near-monopoly
on society's leisure time; a portion of their resources were expended purchasing the services
of a variety of craft producers. From theatre at the medieval court to the interior decor of
churches, public authority drew upon aesthetic practices for its own ends. In the process,
the patronage relationship, an unequal balance of interdependency, was established.
Moreover, it evolved in a manner similar to that described in classical theories of the
intellectual.

The artist in feudal Europe was a producer like any other, but one whose work was
conducted on the basis of remuneration by a patron. In so far as it is appropriate to discuss
freedom under feudalism, patronage implied a formal freedom, in that the patron rarely
controlled an artist's chosen mode of production; apprenticeships aside, a composer of
sonnets for an aristocratic court entered that trade not out of direct compulsion (in the sense
that his basic skills were often learnt prior to entering the relationship with the patron).
However, the content of a piece of work was primarily dictated by the needs of others. As
with his continued subsistence, a poet’s production was subject to the dictates of church,
state or individual aristocrats. Likewise, according to Julien Benda, the medieval ‘clerk’
was in a loosely analogous position, free to pursue intellectual speculation, conditional on
his abstention from ‘earthly matters’ (see below). Thus, the abiding feature of European
conventions concerning patronage and the intellectual was that of permission; public
authority, regardless of whether embodied in individual aristocrats or local monopolies on
violence, established the parameters of cultural production. No doubt this relationship was
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empirically more complex than it appears in the feudal schema rehearsed above; the point
is that the feudal framework informed subsequent discussions of patronage and, indirectly,
of the intelligentsia.

Feudal Europe's methods of patronage outlived the feudal era, but industrialisation
marginalised them within cultural production. By the close of the 19th century, an artist's
potential sources of employment had expanded considerably. While the possibility of
backing by individual aristocrats remained, its stature was greatly diminished. Not only
had the gentry lost its near monopoly on leisure time, but cultural production itself became
industrialised and commuodified; the possibilities increased for the work of art to be
mechanically reproduced. This reflected the development of industries that centred upon
cultural production - publishing, illustration, theatre - each capable of integrating craft
production into its workings, as far as was possible within specific industries. (Likewise,
functions analogous to those of the feudal patronage were often performed by wealthy
philanthropists or private foundations.) Coeval with economic growth was the
development of an increasingly sophisticated capitalist state, which began as the coercive
absolute monarchy that broke up feudalism, and culminated in state forms at the cusp of
modernity. Functions of such state activity included the funding of museums, libraries and
even art galleries.

Here it is necessary to further qualify our use of ‘patronage’: if a model based on feudal
Europe is questionable in the light of modernity, its applicability to the United States is
equally dubious. Indeed much of the discussion of 'American exceptionalism' in the 1930s
was framed by a recognition that US capitalist development did not correspond to that of
its European competitors.” The absence of feudal models of patronage heightened the
novelty of its emergence during the Depression. In short, while the forms of patronage that
developed had little in common with the European model, the latter's general features -
protection, supervision, provision - are sustainable as descriptions of specific activities
pursued in response to the slump. While the present author's category of patronage is
derived in part from the European model, this in no way suggests that the European model
existed in the United States. It serves as a convenient shorthand, itself further complicated
by the debates using the term 'patronage’ that ensued. ' -

In this study we identify two key 'patrons'. They are the state and the intelligentsia, and we
discuss them below. Before introducing a brief synopsis of this second category, it is
useful to note that the issue of the intelligentsia in the 1930s overlaps with cultural
production in support of political parties and their objectives. We consider the impact of
such ‘patronage’ across several areas of cultural life: government-sponsored art and
writing, in contradistinction to an earlier, regulatory phase of cultural policy; the so-called
mass culture industries, primarily hard-boiled fiction; and the genres and practices
developed in a broad culture of the left, partly hegemonised by the CPUSA. All of these

2 As later chapters suggest, the question of ‘American exceptionalism’ was a central concern in 1930s

- cultural politics. See Phillip Abbott, Leftward Ho! V. F. Calverton and American Radicalism (Westport,

CN.: Greenwood Press, 1993), p.162; Michael Kazan, ‘The Agony and Romance of the American Left’,

- American Historical Review Vol. 100: 5, December 1995, pp.1488-1512.
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sites of production become 'zones of engagement', embodying both a democratic element
and, as we see in later chapters, a 'documentary impulse'. As we shall see, some of these
trends also foreshadowed the image of 'the Thirties' in the Cold War. For instance,
conservative critics conflated natural-realist modes of representation with Soviet Social
Realism, while the emphasis upon ‘cultural freedom’ that developed within the literary left
became an anticommunist rallying point. Behind the scenes, shadowy government
departments - the 1950s equivalent of the so-called ‘intelligence community’ - promoted a
form of patronage that orientated such themes towards pohtlcal goals that were directly
antithetical to those that were popularised in the 1930s.%

Historical Forces 2: The State

By the state we refer to an instrument of extra-economic regulation, able to modify but not
transcend the dynamics of the prevailing social order. The federal machinery of state came
to prominence in a nation-wide slump. Prior to the Coolidge and Harding administrations
(1920-1924), this formation had seldom ventured outside of Washington DC., deferring to
the initiatives and limited autonomy of its member states in matters of domestic policy.
Washington's post-1918 attempts at an inter-state role had tended to alienate sections of the
urban majority, undermining potential loyalties to central authority even prior to the 1929
Crash. More precise characterisations of the state, including an investigation of its earlier
lack of political legitimacy, are developed in Chapter One. For now, it is sufficient to
present one aspect of state activity, namely its nascent role as a cultural patron.27

In the 1920s, federal ‘cultural’ activity was directed toward limited regulation of
broadcasting networks and more comprehensive control of the inter-state transportation of
certain films, notably those that which depicted interracial prize fighting. A number of
coercive measures was also implemented under the direction of the Postmaster General,
such as censorship of the mail, which affected numerous bohemian and radical
publications. ‘Cultural policy’ in the form of the regulation of parks and the public space
frequented by homosexuals was devolved to local state and city authorities.?® The
exception to this pattern was the Commission of Fine Arts, which we consider at length in
Chapter Two; otherwise the provision of resources for cultural pro&uction was an issue
viewed with indifference. Although such functions continued under the New Deal, the
state also provided resources to large numbers of cultural practitioners, primarily artists and
writers. The motivations for this are explored later; for now it is sufficient to note that such
provision insulated them from financial hardship while incorporating their creative practice

2 Hugh Wilford, 'Winning Hearts and Minds: American Cultural Strategies in the Cold War', Borderlines
Volume 1: 4, Summer 1994, pp. 315-327.

%7 In no way should this somewhat blunt presentation minimise the importance of ongoing shifts in policy and
personnel; rather, this emphasis on the state can be justified in relation to the continuity which we find,
especially post-1933.

28 See Louise M. Benjamin, 'Defining the Public Interest and Protecting Public Welfare in the 1920s: parallels
between radio and movie regulation', Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, Vol. 12: 1, 1992;
Robert McChesney, 'Press-Radio Relations and the Emergence of Network Commercial Broadcasting in the
United States', in ibid., Vol. 11: 1, 1991; George Chaucey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture and the

" Making of the Gay Male World, 1890- 1940 (New York: Basic, 1994), pp. 333-334,

11



into the prerogatives of those in authority. If anything, the results of such interaction defied
the expectations of its participants.

Artefacts and aesthetics developed which reflected, without being directly determined by,
continual collisions of social crisis, state intervention, and cultural production. Such
patronage contingently bound its beneficiaries to those social forces which increasingly
exercised influence synonymous with the nation state. This formation, widely known as
the New Deal Coalition, is often assessed as an outgrowth of its chief architect, President
Roosevelt. Under FDR's auspices, a portion of the intelligentsia became explicitly
identified with the administration. This development spawned the label 'Brains Trust', used
derisively or as a mark of respect, depending on the viewpoint of the critic. Under the
tutelage of the Works Progress Administration and the aesthetic and political supervision
of a de facto Brains Trust, art and writing engaged with the state in a hitherto unheard of
fashion. The institution most closely associated with such policies was WPA Project
Number One, more commonly known as Federal One. Its art, theatre, writing and music
divisions represented an attempt to transcend the existing forms of state cultural policy (i.e.
mainly censorship).

Economically, the labour of the craft producer was supplied in return for public assistance.
As such relief was administered it fuelled a debate over the acceptable limits of
government provision for the arts. State intervention had intruded into those areas of civil
society formerly regarded as aesthetic and private, and this intrusion foreshadowed the
seismic economic changes that were necessary to bring the slump to an end. Supporters of
the free market per se reinforced their criticisms of such initiatives on the grounds of their
(allegedly) limited use value. Hindsight suggests that the reaction to Federal One, with the
possible exception of its music division,? was in part an embryonic stage in the genealogy
of Cold War hostility to 'big government'. Federal experiments in literature and art serve as
a continual reminder of the failures of economic liberalism. The existence of murals and
other artefacts embodying the experience of the slump can call into question the legitimacy
of either responses to the slump at the level of policy, or the totality of relations within
which it occurred. In other words, counter-crisis measures - including cultural patronage -
may have assisted the state, but they also served as a reminder to all concerned of the
system's shortcomings.

Federal One, like the Public Works of Art Project before it, cannot simply be reduced to the
provision of resources to ensure that 'at least no-one starved' among cultural practitioners.
Despite the assertions of its Congressional antagonists, those on the projects found that
political and aesthetic controls were often inseparable; it would also appear that the
political controls often foreshadowed Cold War discourses, although it was perhaps
unrealistic to expect to maintain government employment while belonging to an
organisation consisting of alleged or self-professed advocates of the destruction of the
state. The considerable prestige of the 'Soviet experiment' among federal employees and
other professionals did not automatically translate into CPUSA membership, but it

? The Federal Music Project is outside the scope of this survey, but the present author would like to thank
Arthur R. Jarvis Jr. for a fascinating afternoon spent discussing this topic.
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highlights the lost political legitimacy of the social order. Widespread perceptions of the
necessity of state intervention in response to economic crisis often coexisted with a belief

" in the Soviet Union's moral equivalence with, or superiority to, the United States. The

intelligentsia was among the most responswe to such suggestions, which was to prove
embarrassing in Washington circles. ¥’

Political controls were controversial and frequently ineffective, but they represented one
aspect of a conscious attempt to supervise and regulate the form and content of the 'official
images' produced. It would be mistaken to view the artefacts produced simply as a
consequence of political planning; instead they should be considered as products at the
centre of a web of economic, political, ethical and aesthetic considerations. Thus, New
Deal art emphasised realism and commonplace subject matter; New Deal writing the
folkloric, the documentary and the demotic. The intention was to project a national art and
culture, in contrast to an earlier emphasis on the great works of individual artists. Within
limits, the culture of New Deal was implicitly democratic.

It was suggested earlier that the changes exemplified by the rapid growth of federal power
under the Hdrding and Coolidge administrations had imprinted the social significance of
the nation state on to the individual, federated states which were its component parts.
Federal One was an outgrowth of this expanding power, which attempted to establish the
criteria and practices in reference to which a national cultural canon could be assembled.
Hypothetically such a canon, given adequate means of popular participation and
identification, could assist in the socialisation of the American masses. Logically, the
controversy surrounding the Projects should have helped to define the terms by which the
working class would be accepted into, or rejected from, official membership in that
polymorphous entity, the American people. However, for reasons explored in Chapters
Three and Four, this was not to be the case.

Federal One documentary primarily depicted the working class, but the central protagonists
in the discussion of such representation were drawn from the intelligentsia. Like the
workers, and the 'New Immigrants' especially, they were prone to exclusion from the
national family, as a significant strand in American culture was suspicion of intellectuals,
in contradistinction to 'practical men'. '3! This exercised considerable influence over
perceptions of communist-influenced dissent, where the 'parlour pinks' were to become
total outcasts. However, the question of political allegiances was not the sole controversy
in defining a national American culture.

Another dispute arose when those administrating this new culture found themselves
defining nationhood against the artistic norms established in Europe. For instance, federal
planners were aware of the work of their official predecessor, the Commission of Fine Arts.

30 According to Frank A. Warren, planning became an ‘ideology’ synonymous with liberalism which
suggested a lack of the latter (Liberals and Communism: The ‘Red Decade’ Revisited (1966) (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1993),p.106.

3! Harriett Hawkins, Classics and Trash: Traditions and Taboos in High Literature and Popular Modern
Genres (New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1990), pp- 15-17.
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The Commission had monitored national monuments and artefacts since 1910, most
extensively in the District of Columbia, to ensure conformity to a predetermined paradigm
of taste and decorum. While imposing high cultural aesthetics, it sought to imbue official
imagery with the influence of classical antiquity.*> This framework led to tension as new
artistic conventions developed; how, for instance, were European standards to be
maintained while Europe's influence was rejected? Indeed, how could forms of national
high art and literature be developed when a particularity of American culture was itself
leaning towards the demotic, the popular and the mass-produced? Throughout the 1930s,
attempts to square this circle even led to widespread dismay that government art had
rejected Western European innovation for an Eastern-influenced Social Realism.

Yet, despite such criticisms, the murals, prints, posters and guidebooks which survive to
this day concretise the aspirations of the changing state. In depicting a unified nation,
pulling together in the face of common adversity, the artefacts of Federal One show us an
aspect of state intervention designed to shore up popular loyalties at a time of social
dislocation. Whereas historians of the New Deal point to numerous policies and economic
changes as the basis for Roosevelt’s coalition-building, the patterns of patronage that
accompanied this process of integrating the masses into political life are more neglected.
The cornerstone of our study is the argument that the cultural projects concretised this
broader political programme. However, experimentation with such patronage raises crucial
questions about the form of arts policy, beyond whether or not it was legitimate to have one
at all. Moreover, the issue of a national arts policy forced a debate on the new aesthetics
necessary to make this into a genuinely national art, i.e. one distinct from that of Europe.
This had implications both for the appearance of the artefacts produced and the applicable
critical and investigative criteria. The underlying theme of such debates, insofar as one
existed, could be schematised as a binary opposition of Europe versus America. Among
others, it was to perplex many cultural commentators of the New Deal era.

Historical Forces 3: The Intelligentsia

Throughout the development of this study, it became clear that the construction of ‘the
Thirties’ involved an underlying reconstruction of the intelligentsia. The forms taken by
this process were both objective and subjective. The social function of the intelligentsia
was modified by the Depression, and in tandem, the legitimacy and image of the
intelligentsia was transformed. The present study considers the cumulative effects of the
cultural politics of the inter-war period; we describe the mechanisms that allowed for the
telescoping of a number of the intelligentsia's sectional functions into a loosely coherent
narrative of the 1930s. When Senator McCarthy fulminated against 'pointy-headed
intellectuals', he targeted both the avant-garde artist and the government bureaucrat. In
accentuating one aspect of the experiences of the New York literary left, the predominant
response of a variety of commentators was to conflate a selection of 1930s archetypes into
a composite figure. This mythical character supposedly typifies a 'low dishonest decade’,
combining the machinations of Stalinist apparatchik and the New Deal Brains Trust with

32 See Richard D. McKinzie, A New Deal for Artists (Princeton, NI.: Princeton University Press, 1973), pp. 6-
0. L
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the perverse idealism of a misspent youth spent 'going through a phase'. Such assertions
accompany more academically oriented references to the 'treason of the intellectuals', and
have served as a vantage point from which to castigate the 'New Left' of the Sixties and
contemporary ‘Political Correctness’.

Subsequent chapters address this process of selective memory at length; for our present
purposes, let us consider the intelligentsia from the standpoint of historical sociology.
Such scrutiny should remind us of the intelligentsia's substantial presence in the modern
world, not least that it was only synonymous with the literary left in the Cold War
imagination, and not in reality. To elaborate this position further, we turn to the work of
the Italian Marxist, Antonio Gramsci, who theorised the position of intellectuals in his
Prison Notebooks in a manner that is pertinent to our present discussion.

Rather than treating the intelligentsia as a self-evident category, Gramsci interrogates its
historically specific relationship to a broader social totality. Clearly this approach is
superior to the philistine criticisms of 'ivory towers' that accompanied the McCarthy era;
moreover, it avoids the unconscious blunder of the League of Professional Groups, a
significant coalition of fellow travellers in 1930s that treated 'professionals’ and 'writers' as
interchangeable. In contrast to thinkers of an earlier generation such as Croce,>> Gramsci's
explorations developed in connection with a commitment to social change; although his
expression 'the philosophy of praxis' was designed largely with the prison censor in mind, it
provides a compelling summary of his approach.

Gramsci accords intellectuals an organising function across society, not merely a cultural
one. Opposing the tradition of seeing intellectuals as above 'production', his starting point
is their position in social relations, not their specific activities per se. Connecting civil
society and the state, intellectuals are seen as 'deputising’ for dominant social groups.®* In
Gramsci's analysis, the intelligentsia is endowed with the capacity to mediate between the
hegemonic bloc and wider society, roundmg the intellectual sphere in everyday life and
linking it to popular consciousness. » He suggests that certain sections of the intelligentsia
are better placed to make these connections than others, hence the distinction between
'organic' and 'traditional intellectuals. Whereas the development of organic intellectuals is
dependent upon the formation of a new hegemonic group, their traditional counterparts are
products, like the feudal modes of patronage mentioned previously, of pre-capitalist social
formations, albeit co-opted into modern society. Both groups can play an instrumental role
in maintaining the political legitimacy of a particular system; whereas the traditional
intellectual offers a sense of continuity with the past, the organic intellectual’s position

3 Croce’s shift from rational historical engagement to the ‘drastic narrowing of the historian’s intellectual
sphere’ is described in H. Stuart Hughes, Consciousness and Society: The Reorientation of European Social
Thought, 1890-1930 (1958) (Sussex: Harvester, 1979), pp. 430-431.

3 Anne Showstack Sassoon, Gramsci’s Politics (London: Croom Helm, 1980), pp. 134-135. Much of the
introduction to the present study draws upon Gramsci’s Selections from Prison Notebooks (Qumtm Hoare and
Geoffrey Nowell Smith, eds.) (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1971).

35 Carl Boggs, Gramsci's Marxism (London: Pluto, 1976), pp. 76-78.

15




depends upon the survival of the social order, providing an incentive for the
reproduction of the status quo.

The rise of fascism in Italy alerted Gramsci to the danger that reactionary counter-crisis
measures might gain a degree of popular support. It appeared that the traditional
intelligentsia - organised around a programme acceptable to the old order - was
procuring consent for Mussolini's attempts to restore stability. Gramsci's alternative to
such reaction was based on the need for progressive forces to develop organic
intellectuals of their own. Given the general role accorded to intellectuals as organisers,
such figures would need to unite two apparently contradictory forces, namely a
theoretical critique of society with the consciousness of workers and peasants, termed
the 'national popular’. As we discuss later, the specific national circumstances in the
United States mitigate against the blanket transfer of Gramsci's categories and strategy
across continents. However, this cautionary note does not outweigh the merits of an
interpretation of the intelligentsia which is not restricted to the notion of cultural
practitioners, but considers it as a particular social layer linked to a broader social
totality. Such analysis is a compelling antidote to the conflation of New York literary
warfare with the intelligentsia as a whole that became such a potent image during the
McCarthy years.

A prominent Cold War response to the cultural commitment that accompanied the
slump was a rediscovery of the traditional intellectual. The abortive flirtation of US
intellectuals with Communism was seen as a betrayal of an a priori loyalty to detached
speculation. The emerging Cold War consensus claimed as one of its totems the |
French commentator Julien Benda and his La Trahison des Clercs (1927), although
more as a slogan than as the object of serious analysis.*® Like Gramsci, Benda
attempted to summarise what he saw as one of the most pressing problems facing his
generation. Along with many of his contemporaries, the experience of the Great War
had led him to a pessimistic assessment of the changes that occurred, not least the
intense upheaval in the aftermath of war. The focus of his concerns was the emergence
of what he saw as a disturbing trend in the intelligentsia, which transformed it froma
social group dedicated to contemplation into a focal point for social conflict. He argued
that the alignment of the thinker to a political project, whether socialist or nationalistic,
was undesirable. Compared to Renaissance philosophers or medieval clerics, with their
deliberate distance from 'political passions', it was a retrogressive step. According to
Benda, the only acceptable form of engagement for such figures was to lead by moral
example. Although one could argue that this position was a consequence of the
experience of war-torn Europe, the basic paradigm in this seminal work is one that
recurs in many negative assessments of 1930s literary practice.

% Thus, writing in Partisan Review, Arthur Koestler argued that the intelligentsia was 'irresponsible’ in the
1930s, in part because it was deprived of its traditional role. Likewise, Irving Howe insisted that
intellectuals in the 1950s could not accept the entrapments of power without losing their distinct function,
which was somehow outside of power relations. See Koestler, The Intelligentsia' (1944), reprinted in
Edith Kurzweil and William Phillips (eds.), Writers and Politics: A Partisan Review Reader (Boston:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983), p.88; Ronald Radosh, 'On Irving Howe', Partisan Review, Vol. LX: 3,
1993, p.344.
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To Benda, intellectuals are ‘men whose function is to thwart the realism of nations’. In the
medieval world, they exchanged their citizenship for immunity from civil law, placing
them above the humdrum concerns of an ordinary existence. This allowed them to
transcend particularism, reflecting upon a universe to which they owed no specific
allegiance. One of the advantages of this standpoint was that it allowed aiithors to make
'their heroes act in conformity with a true observation of human nature'. The intellectual's
social position made him into a repository of knowledge; Benda's thesis is that this
neutrality was jeopardised by action in a partisan or practical capacity. Hence his concern
that 'the modern "clerk" has entirely ceased to let the layman descend alone into the market
place'.37 Once committed to a particular political or social worldview, the intellectual's
judgement was forever impaired.

In this scenario, neither society nor the intellectual remain unchanged by the latter's
transformation into a layman. The skills of clerisy find new and dangerous application in
the material world. Not least was their ability to cohere the antagonisms of one section of
society against another, giving shape to what would have otherwise been base and
instinctive. In Benda's famous phrase, ‘our age is indeed the age of the intellectual
organisation of political hatreds’*® In an American context, this meant pragmatist

philosophy’s ‘cult of the strong state and the moral methods which ensure it’.*

Subsequent commentators have drawn out some of the shortcomings of the thesis. Edward
Timms suggests it lacks internal consistency. He notes that Benda's second model for
appropriate intellectual life, those who intervene to uphold an abstract principle (Voltaire,
Zola), becomes increasingly marginal as his thesis develops.‘m According to Timms, Benda
'paints himself into a corner' by eschewing a strategy of engagement through which the
rational 'clerk’ can counteract the influence of the treacherous ones; or, in Gramscian terms,
organic intellectuals of the working class oppose those of the elite. Likewise, several
conceptual flaws arise from the work's broad historic sweep so that, for example, in the
commentary on Britain, Rudyard Kipling emerges as a typical clerc.*' To sociologist Karl
Mannheim, Benda was one-sided in his appreciation of the intellectual's potential:

Politicisation also entails an important advantage. The traditional cult of the exclusively self-oriented, self-
sufficient intelligentsia is in the process of disappearing ... Fundamentally, the intellectual should recognise
that his intellectual identity prescribes certain duties: he must learn to cherish the fact of his intellectual

. .42
education as an obligation.

37 Benda, La Trahison des Clercs (1927); translated as The Betrayal of the Intellectuals (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1955), pp. 126, 52, 32.

38 Ibid., p. 21; emphasis in original.

3 Cited in Hughes, Consciousness and Society, p.415.

40 Timms, ‘Treason of the Intellectuals: Benda, Benn, and Brecht’, in Edward Timms and Peter Collier (eds.),
Visions and Blueprints: Avant-garde culture and radical politics in early twentieth century Europe

- (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1987), p. 22.

4l See Tony Pinkney, ‘Nationalism and the Politics of Style: Julien Benda and Samuel Beckett’, Literature
and History, Autumn 1988, p. 182.
42 Rarl Mannheim, ‘The Sociology of Intellectuals’, Theory, Culture and Society Vol. 10, 1993, p. 79.
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The status of the intellectual is such that he is required to display commitment, in the form
of civitas exercised within the public sphere. Moderating Benda's stance, Mannheim
argues that such public ethics remain concomitant with endangering 'the encapsulation of
free thought under the constraint of church, state or class organisation ... The intellectuals
who find such dictatorial regimentation attractive and venture in this direction, are clearly

sacrificing their intellects'.*?

More pointedly, a recent study has cast doubt upon Benda's key category, claiming 'even a
cursory acquaintance with history shows that the detached clerk is a figment of the
imagination. Intellectuals were no more and no less part of society than today ... It is
evident that the main purpose of the romanticisation of the traditional clerk is to discredit
the involvement of the modern one'.** Benda was not peculiar in his use of the pastas a
political resource in the present; what is significant here is the way that his attempts to
account for the crises of the inter-war period were purloined in the construction of ‘the
Thirties’. His thesis remains useful as it prefigures a number of the themes that gathered
momentum in subsequent attacks on the New Deal and the literary left. As Timms notes of
the 'apostle of political detachment', Benda's account 'defines the absent centre from which
the polarised positions of left and right diverged.* In short, the 'betrayal of the
intellectuals' is both intrinsically flawed and expressive of the longing for a crisis-free
inter-war period.

Thinking about intellectuals is both a minefield of selective amnesia and a reminder of the
need for historical specificity and the peculiarities of the US intelligentsia further
complicate this investigation. It is clear that, just as there was no cultural patronage along
the lines of feudal Europe, there could be no traditional intellectuals of the Gramscian
model. Developmental patterns in the New World should force us to be hesitant before
using models that are not necessarily applicable to the United States. Gramsci himself
contrasted America to Europe, noting that in the former, ‘there do not exist numerous
classes without an essential function in the world of production, that is totally parasitic
classes. European “tradition”, European “civilisation” is on the other hand characterised by
the “richness” and “complexity” of past history which has left a pile of passive sediment
through the phenomena of saturation and fossilisation of the state officials and of the
intellectuals’.*® America did not have such a burden to support and, as we see in later
chapters, these dynamics and historical legacies shaped a number of the concerns of 1930s
intellectuals, from the documentary impulse of the 1930s to the literary left instrumental to
its construction.

Such formations would have been unthinkable had not the US economy moulded its
intelligentsia in a particular way. In short, its organic intellectuals were concentrated far
more in civil society than in the state; managers outweighed administrators, and the
Chamber of Commerce was a more respectable path to power than Tammany Hall. At a

43 ., .
Ibid.
4 Furedi, Mythical Past, Elusive Future, p. 183.
> Timms, ‘Treason of the Intellectuals’, p. 20.
4 (Cited in James Joll, Gramsci (London: Fontana, 1977), p.106.
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- national level, as Ellen Meiksins Wood reminds us, the semantic gulf separating the
European emphasis on 'the state' from the US love of 'the country"’ was based on real,
material relations. Economic abundance helped to minimise state intervention in American
life, in appearance if not always in practice. In consequence, American ‘organic
intellectuals’ tended to be professionals in the sphere of production, rather than
administrators living off government revenues. As we shall see, a significant number of
organic intellectuals, such as Charles Moore*® and Lionel Trilling, modelled themselves on
their traditional counterparts in Europe.

In America as elsewhere, cultural practitioners occasionally straddled the division between
organic and traditional intellectuals, such as those in the teaching professions. It was more

. common to find them concentrated in the commercial sector - writers, professional artists
and dramatists - often living a hand-to-mouth existence. The availability of freelance
employment in fields as diverse as detective fiction, literary criticism and popular
journalism all made for a precarious existence. However, it also created the basis for the
public intellectual, a non-specialist commenting on every aspect of public affairs. Like
Benda's ‘clerk’, such figures could subjectively take on the mantle of universal oracles.
During the slump this briefly assumed the form of according oneself a world-historic role,
sentiments expressed in the League of Professional Groups' Culture and the Crisis
manifesto. In later years these aspirations were dismissed in the process of the symbolic
'return to Benda' outlined above. The post-war period saw the economic conditions
allowing one to become a public intellectual alter considerably, often to the point of
disappearance. However, many of those who had previously benefited from such
opportunities continued to operate as general social commentators; Daniel Bell, William
Phillips, Norman Podhoretz and, from a very different perspective, Studs Terkel, to name
but four survivors of the period. Assessing the careers of such figures - Terkel excepted -
also reveals the constitutive influence of the Communist Party over their subsequent
trajectory. To this we now turn.

The construct 'party patronage' serves as convenient short-hand for the relationship between
a specific portion of the intelligentsia and the political currents which emerged in the
United States in the aftermath of the 1917 October Revolution. There is certainly no
shortage of accounts of the interaction between writers and leftist politics during the inter-
war years; since the 1970s the study of such matters has been a veritable growth industry in
publishing and academia. Such literature expresses the preoccupations of two groups of
post-1930s protagonists in American intellectual history: the New Left and the so-called
neo-conservatives. The former often seek to reassess the radical intelligentsia of the 1930s
to account for the decline of the radicalism of 1968, while the latter, including a dwindling

~ band of veterans of the period, have reinterpreted their pasts through the prism of Cold War
sensibilities.* In 1961 art critic Clement Greenberg opined that 'some day it will have to be

1 Ellen Meiksins Wood, The Pristine Culture of Capitalism (London: Verso, 1991), pp. 33-35.

¢ See Chapter Two, below.

4 For instance, James T. Farrell informed a correspondent in 1956 that ‘I have been an active anti-communist
for many years, over two decades’ (Letter, Farrell to Norman Jacobs, August 28, 1956; Folder 9 American
Committee for Cultural Freedom archive, Tamiment Library, New York). He was in fact actively aligned to

19



told how "anti-Stalinism", which started out more or less as "Trotskyism," turned into art
for art's sake';>° the contemporary proliferation of material on this matter suggests that he
need not have worried. This also begs the question as to why the US left (especially the
CPUSA) has such a high profile in accounts of the inter-war years.
The power and social weight of the New Deal Coalition was such that it dominated
American politics until 1968. As we saw from the process outlined above, the state was
the central historical actor in this coalition's formation, although historians differ widely as
to the precise character of this influence. In contrast, numerous assessments of literary
politics in the 1930s accord a central role to the intelligentsia as an autonomous social
layer. Superficially, the proposition that a generation of professionals were the key to the
new order seems irrefutable, and sections of the social layer concerned were pivotal to the
implementation of the New Deal, not least Federal One. Drawing on Gramsci, they can be
seen as organic intellectuals in content, given their material dependency on an expanding
capitalist state, but the forms of this process are more complex. In a style suggesting the
traditional intellectual, some were involved in the craft production of fine arts, albeit in a
machine age. Others appeared to be the organic intellectuals of subaltern classes, given
their class origins, political aspirations and/or attempted connection to a popular audience
through documentary work and mass communications. Any accurate account of 1930s
cultural production would need to consider this state-sponsored dimension, if only to avoid

over-emphasising the literary left.

Upon reading the literature on culture's institutional relationships in the 1930s we find it
strangely weighted towards the cultural production which occurred in the orbit of the
CPUSA. Indeed, it is no exaggeration that the burgeoning library on America's cultural life
during the Depression has a virtual sub-branch devoted to commentary on the diversity of
such literature! In 1971 an historian complained that 'a spate of recent publications' have
'merely compiled a series of lengthy footnotes to Daniel Aaron's Writers on the Left'.”*
Over two decades later, an appraisal of Alan Wald's extensive research in this field noted
that 'a growing circle of scholars has begun to probe the Great Depression culture that
allowed artists a few spectacular years with a large popular constituency which believed in
the probability or inevitability of a different sort of American society ahead - and anguished
when the hopes of the 1930s turned sour in the late 1940s'.>* Symptomatic of this is 'an
unprecedented outburst of academic interest in American Communism ... produc[ing] more
doctoral dissertations, books, and articles on the subject during the past five years than in
all the previous sixty years of American Communist history.™® If critical investigation was
conducted in proportion to the significance of that which is under scrutiny it would appear,

the Trotskyist movement in 1936, and remained so for several years thereafter (See Alan M. Wald, James T.
Farrell: the Revolutionary Socialist Years (New York: NYU Press, 1978).

%0 Clement Greenberg, “The Late Thirties in New York’, Art and Culture: Critical Essays (1961) (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1965), p. 230.

51 David Singer, '‘Ludwig Lewisohn: The making of an anticommunist', American Quarterly, December 1971;
p- 73. Works cited include James B. Gilbert’s Writers and Partisans and anthologies edited by Harvey
Swados and David Madden. _

52 paul Buhle, 'The Cultural Left Reconsidered', Monthly Review, March 1993; p- 46. '3_

33 Theodore Draper, 'The Popular Front Revisited', New York Review of Books, May 30, 1985; p. 44.
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- in the case of CPUSA-based scholarship, that this order of priorities has been reversed.
Estimates of CPUSA membership vary, reaching 28 849 in December 1933;> yet, despite
these limited numbers, it remains one of the most scrutinised aspects of the period. What
explains this uneven balance between the different areas of spec1ahsat10n in the study of
the cultural politics of the Great Depression? T

In the assessments of 1930s culture written in subsequent decades, it often appears that the
reconfiguration of the social order during the period was determined by factors entirely
different from those discussed in the opening chapters of this study. Numerous accounts
seem to minimise the significance of the New Deal and downplay the impact of the slump,
focusing instead on the nefarious influence of the radical American writer. At worst,
references to 'red' and 'pink' decades imply that the trajectory of radical writers was that of
the whole of society. Such literature tells us more about the political preoccupations of its
producers than it does about the subject under study, implicitly posing the question as to
why such significance is attached to the cultural production of the crises. The Communists
and their allies were the state's subjective critics, irrespective of the particular 'party line'.
As such they expressed much of the general dissent which emerged from the slump. The
participation of the young and educated in such a movement was symptomatic of the old
order's moral collapse in the late 1920s. In later years such participation was read not as an
indictment of American society but a defection by disloyal elements within. The
framework used to make sense of such events drew heavily on Julien Benda's Betrayal of
the Intellectuals thesis, as outlined above, at least as a slogan. Such conceptions became
more frequent in later years, a direct result of much of America's conservative intelligentsia
being composed of former communists.

The study of these historical episodes has been dominated by two broad schools. The first
seeks to locate a scapegoat for social ills in the 1930s, ranging from conventional right-
wing accounts to those ex-Communist renegades’. Traditionalists like Theodore Draper
and his protégé Harvey Klehr have depicted the Communist movement as a monolith
organised from the top down, with Stalin at the centre of its firmament. In contrast, those
exploring the 'new histories of American Communism' have assessed the local activities of
its supporters, stressing rank and file initiative and denying the existence of a coherent
'school' in this field. In the study of literature and culture (and, bridging the gap, of oral
history), the second of these approaches has proliferated in recent years. While this has
provided a useful corrective to conservative misreadings of 1930s culture, it also risks
perpetuating a false dichotomy between 'micro' and 'macro’ readings of 1930s culture.
'Hidden history' can also beg the question as to why it became hidden in the first place; if
worthwhile, surely a cultural practice or form could have maintained a public profile on its
own merits? Moreover, given the thorough-going way in which the 1930s' cultural legacy
was dismantled the question is facile, yet it displays a sensitivity to some of the limits of
'history from below'. The extensive archival work conducted in the preparation of this
study attempts to bridge this apparent chasm, by linking localised developments with the
period's more salient, overarching features.

34 Rhonda K. Levine, Class Struggle. and the New Deal: Industrial Labor, Indusmal Capttal and the State
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1988), p. 115.
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On the surface, our focus appears to share little with trends in current scholarship.
Postmodernism aside, contemporary reconsiderations of 1930s culture are largely devoted
to two problematics. On the one hand, the recovery' of repressed writers is a priority, in
order to vitiate or demolish an extant canonical orthodoxy; alternatively, an established
writer or publication is subjected to scrutiny based on entirely contemporary standards,
hence a proclivity for the 'greening' or 'queering' of particular authors. In contrast, our
analysis begins with a discussion of the state, suggesting an interest in the political
economy of culture.

As we see in later chapters, the pressures on the established order were immense. Despite
the cushion of prosperity, American society suffered considerable intense insecurity in the
aftermath of the first world war. Although the practical problems facing the elite tended to
be more apparent than real, Warren G. Harding's promise of a 'Return to Normalcy'
reflected an acute sensitivity to social change. Despite winning office with the then highest
ever margin over any other candidate (on 49% of the vote), Harding's victory took place
against a back-drop of red scares and nativist agitation.>> Although the integrity of the
nation state was virtually secure, the consensus necessary to cohere this was lacking. The
lost generation' of 1920s intellectuals demonstrated this through their conduct, a mixture of
introspection, Parisian 'exile’, and a modernist sensibility which challenged the values of
small-town Babbitry. When the 1929 crash swept away most of the economic props which
had supported three successive Republican presidents, the problem of legitimacy was
further exposed.

As if to codify this, it appeared to numerous observers that the 'lost generation' and their
young admirers had found a temporary home in the orbit of the US Communist Party.
Despite the often equivocal character of this relationship, and despite the often
insubstantial character of its attendant cultural politics, a brief protest vote with an
organisational form’ % helped to set in motion the collapse and eventual reconstruction of
modern cultural certainties. The chain of events set in motion in the 1932 election
reconstituted the US intelligentsia and endowed the Communists with an influential role in
this process. Soviet prestige, always a more significant factor than the CPUSA,”" added an
international dimension to these novel developments. It is in the disparity between the two
that we locate our own starting point.

If the antics of rebel writers epitomised the diminished credibility of the authorities, the
latter's response to their own loss of legitimacy further compounded this problem. State
intervention provided an ad hoc basis for grappling with the slump, first with the Hoover
administration's Reconstruction Finance Corporation, then with a gamut of 'New Deal'

55 Maldwyn A. Jones, The Limits of Liberty (1983) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989 ed.), pp. 433-435.
56 John Dos Passos, cited in David Caute, The Fellow Travellers: Intellectual Friends of Communism (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1988 ed.), p. 228.

57 Murray Kempton complains of historians of the CPUSA ‘overblowing its historical significance’, noting
that the Party’s limited membership at Ford Motors coexists with what he calls ‘the myth that the Communists
built the CIO’. Kembton, ‘Notes from Underground’, New York Review of Books, July 13, 1995, pp. 29-30.
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legislation. Such measures were both necessary, in that they sought to resolve the
Depression, yet unsettling, in that they violated the principle of the free market and
reorganised the relationship between the masses and the state apparatus.

Stability in the political and economic spheres was a central objective of the New Deal, but -
it did not follow that a package of equivalent arts policies had to be found. In other words,
although Roosevelt directed a hegemonic strategy, there was no a priori reason for this to
include a policy of cultural patronage. However, as we argue throughout this study, federal
cultural institutions expressed many of the contradictions of shifting state policy, in the
process suggesting an attempt at both managed change and the construction of a durable
form of political legitimacy. WPA Federal One and its counterparts also thrived on the
margins of broader political changes, which exposed them to the sort of criticisms that
were less tenable against other aspects of the New Deal. Commentators who resented state
intervention in the economy realised in private that there was no alternative, but felt more
confident about berating arts patronage. Hostile responses to state subsidies to culture
provided a vehicle with which to assail the New Deal as a whole, and an appropriate
vocabulary developed in tandem. (Our closing chapters look at the fusion of such
sentiments with the discussion of Communist-influenced intellectuals, itself a precursor of
the Cold War and the nascent vocabulary through which its concerns were pursued.) A
broad overview of these trends can also help us to deconstruct the conventional orthodoxy
which has developed regarding the nature of the crisis itself.

Paradigms at War

As argued throughout the thesis, assessments of the period focus excessively on the
political trajectory of the writers involved, producing numerous, almost cyclical accounts
of naiveté, commitment and despondency. Too often this schematic allegation of a
'betrayal of the intellectuals' wrenches the radical novelist from a wider social context,
while neglecting the specificity of their work. Again, this results in a preoccupation with
numerous writers' flirtations with communism, at the expense of analysing the wider
pressures facing them as a distinct layer within the intelligentsia. Aspects of the 1930s
which do not conform to the a priori model are consigned to its margins. Even those
writers employed primarily by the Federal Writers' Project are more often remembered in
terms 05f8 their affiliations and 'after hours' activities, rather than their state-funded creative
output.

Why does this study emphasise a thematic unity of New Deal art and literature, and that
produced under the auspices of American radicalism? While this cursory introduction
reveals some common features and points of convergence, does this justify the construction
of 'patronage’ as a timeless ahistorical concept? Indeed, are we creating a self-justifying

58 A generous attempt to redress this balance can be found in Jerre Mangione, The Dream and the Deal: the
Federal Writers’ Project, 1935-1943 (Boston: Little Brown, 1973). See also Graham Barnfield, Addressing
Estrangement: Fedral arts patronage and national identity under the New Deal (Shefﬁeld CMCRC
occasional papers, 1993), pp. 12-40.
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Alongside radical milieus and Hollywood, the state could offer subsistence and
intellectual stimulation to the cultural practitioner. Of the different sides of this 'patronage
triangle' the state is most important, as it set the pace for social change. In attempting to
reorganise society around its own priorities, it shaped American culture as we know it
today. Thus, in the sphere of arts policy, Federal One can be seen as the precursor of
contemporary patronage, such as the National Endowment for Arts. Despite this
contemporary legacy, federal artistic production was something of a failure in the sphere of
Americanising citizens, but this failure is less evident in terms of aesthetics and innovation.
As we see in Chapter Five, even proletarian literature, with its reportage, popular subject
matter and stylistic innovations derived from industry, had far more in common with US
cultural norms than hostile accounts of the 1930s will acknowledge. In short, later-chapters
propose that the widespread categories for discussing 1930s writing - federal, documentary,
hard-boiled and proletarian - can lead to artificial divisions within 1930s cultural
production as a whole. Moreover, as Josephine Herbst complained of Writers on the Left
nearly three decades ago, much of the dlscourse devoted to this theme has tended to
revolve around New York literary critics.® In turn, much of the fiction of the period has
been forgotten, while the likes of Malcolm Cowley, Max Eastman and Edmund Wilson
have enjoyed a lengthy stay in the critical opinion forming circles of the literary
establishment. Thus, assessing America's hegemonic cultural forms and the accompanying
counter-hegemonic strategies helps to explain the fission between radical fiction and
literary criticism.

Likewise, the discussion of mass culture, counterposed to a canon of European high
culture, is frequently presented as having been monopolised by the Partisan Review.%! In
the 1930s, the journal’s interventions were largely conducted within the political left; i.e.
on the basis of disagreements about a common project. In later years, they were presented
as part of a clash of diametrically opposed moral perspectives, symbolising the broader
twentieth century divisions between left and right. Put bluntly, the retrospective focus of
Cold War critics on the radical intelligentsia has the effect of making the latter appear to be
a major historical actor, almost by default. In contrast, our study suggests that it is more ’
appropriate to situate Partisan Review’s distinctive approach within a continuum of
opposition between modern America and European high modernism, albeit in forms that
were specific to the Depression years. Secondly, we argue that one cannot understand the
radical intelligentsia's passions and motivations in isolation from the state. In the context
of crisis, its focus shifted from the advocacy of the state's destruction in the "Third Period' -
political perspectives anticipating an impending revolutionary situation - to its enthusiastic
defence, under the influence of the Popular Front.

%% Film and cinema are largely outside the remit of this survey. For a more detailed account see John Baxter,
Hollywood in the Thirties New York: Zwemmer, 1968).

0 Cited in David Madden's introduction to Proletarian Writers of the Thirties (Carbondale University of
Southern 1llinois Press, 1968), p.xxi.

' An interpretation contested in James F. Murphy, The Proletarian Moment the controversy over ‘Leftism’
in Literature (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1991). :
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Those attacking the legitimacy of the state, or offering it simultaneous support alongside
backing for the Soviet Union, made convenient scapegoats in accounts of the New Deal era
which were drawn up under the influence of the Cold War. In the later period, a substantial
body of writers attempted to account for the moral collapse of hegemonic ideas in the
1930s, while avoiding discussing that collapse in terms of global slump and warfare.
Instead they reworked 1930s literary politics into a narrative of liberal anticommunism.
Thomas Hill Schaub provides a useful summary of this process:

How closely intertwined with each other both writer and intellectual were in the paralysing logic of this era.
Both writer and intellectual shared the conviction of a thwarted socialism and what seemed to have been a
naive liberalism. The critic and intellectual essayist could capitalise on this enervated socialism and did: their
group therapy occupies volumes of Partisan Review, Commentary, Dissent and Kenyon Review during the

forties and fifties.5

One result of these factors was the decline of the social protest novel®® and an avoidance of
organisational commitments, but those announcing the end of ideology were disappointed.
Their triumphant declarations gave way to a recognition that no stasis had been arrived at.
As the post-war boom subsided, the shockwaves of further social upheaval became
widespread. A New Left' emerged at the end of the 1960s, hoping to learn from the radical
cultural practice of their parents' generation, but much of the surviving ‘Old Left’ was
highly critical of its successor’s unorthodox conduct. (However, veteran Communists,
Trotskyists and even a handful of Shachtmamtes provided expertise and energy for civil
rights, campus and anti-war protests. 5%) One of the few 1930s radicals to identify with
these developments (and, in the process, refuse to follow the 'different but more orthodox
drummer' of neo-conservatism, as had so many former comrades) was Joseph North of the
New Masses. Writing the prologue to an anthology of material from this once prestigious
periodical, North intended 'to set the record straight, to show how much in common the
Sixties had with the 1930s. But most vital, the aim of this anthology is to help people get a
bead on the Seventies by revealing the power inherent in our people throughout our most
embattled times'.®* Ironically, today we also see the 1960s subjected to opprobrium similar
to that once reserved for the 'Red Decade'.

The cultural politics of the 1930s is clearly no longer the 'buried history' it was during the
Cold War, an assertion confirmed by an expansive (and expanding) proliferation of books
and theses. However, with the decomposition of the Cold War itself, the opportunity arises
to bring fresh perspectives to bear on the decade it sought to conceal, discredit and
ultimately rewrite. Hopefully, this examination of America's inter-war legitimacy crisis

62 Schaub, American Fiction in the Cold War (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991), p.74.
8 Tony Hilfer, American Fiction Since 1940 (London: Longman, 1992), pp. 14-15.
6 See Maurice Isserman, If I Had a Hammer: The Death of the Old Left and the Birth of the New Left (New
York: Basic, 1987). Likewise, the journal Monthly Review provided a useful forum for sustaining socialist
ideas. It was funded with money left by F.O. Matthiessen, who committed suicide in 1950 following his
persecution by the authorities.
65 Joseph North (ed.) New Masses: an Anthology of the Rebel Thzrtzes (Ncw York: International Publishers,
1969), pp. 19, 31.

26



can shed new light on the crisis unfolding today. The chapters that follow are devoted to
such concerns.

Cold War cultural politics performed an immense disservice to the American literature of
the 1930s. By emphasising the party political, to the detriment of numerous other factors,
such assessments have created a 'hidden history' of cultural practitioners squeezed out (if
not actively suppressed) by an anticommunist mainstream. Within this narrative the
diversity, both of the aesthetic and critical contestations between civil society and the state,
and the radical literature of the 1930s, has been neglected, something this dissertation
intends to rectify.

As was indicated earlier, Section One is concerned with federal arts patronage, Chapter
Two being devoted to the traditionalist Commission of Fine Arts and its response to its loss
of influence over state cultural subsidies. Chapter Three considers the relationship between
the culture and politics of the New Deal, i.e. the factors connecting the former to a wider
process of political mobilisation. In Chapter Four, we assess the issues posed by the
existence of a ‘documentary impulse’ in the 1930s. Taken together, these chapters offer a.
new reading of government attempts to construct an entire national culture from scratch, as
a response to adversity and crisis, felt most sharply at the level of the legitimacy of the state
and the underlying social formation. Rationalisations of such crises also form the
cornerstone of those accounts we have designated part of the 'Thirties' genre.

Section Two is organised around the theme of ‘party patronage’. This category is »
controversial in its own right, as it suggests that novels and literary criticism were produced
in order to function as propaganda for the US Communist Party, but this is not our
argument. We introduce the section by engaging with the debate over ‘proletarian
literature’, a prominent left-wing literary movement of the 1930s. We address two distinct
discourses: on the one hand, the pervasive allegation that there was a ‘party line in
literature’ which features in numerous mythical accounts of ‘the Thirties’; on the other, the
practices which underpinned a relationship with CP-associated publications like the New
Masses. We argue that there was not a coherent policy on creative writing and literary
criticism, but that after 1932 cultural practitioners received exposure, peer pressure,
fraternal criticism and a sense of moral purpose from their association with the left (i.e. the
benefits associated with patronage). As with the element of dependency in traditional
patronage, such support had a price, expressed in the pursuit of broader Party political
objectives among writers (hence the ‘waves of disinvolvement’®® in response to the
Moscow Trials and the Nazi-Soviet Pact). Chapter Six extends this argument, by
examining the development of the themes and modes of representation associated with
‘party patronage’ (as constructed in accounts written under the influence of ‘the Thirties’).
It notes also a common impetus toward documentary style and moral critiques of capitalism
in a range of non-Party authors, which we label the ‘proletarian periphery’.

% Hilfer, American Fiction Since 1940, p.2.
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Chapter Seven is an individual case study of the rejection of ‘party patronage’. Since his
death in 1940, V.F. Calverton, the literary and social critic responsible for the Modern
Quarterly, has been subjected episodically to many of the processes involved in
manufacturing ‘the Thirties’ as a discursive construct informed by selective historical
amnesia. This has led to Calverton’s political ‘indépendence’ being the primary focus for
assessments of his legacy. However, in contrast to this orthodoxy, we approach Calverton
as the exemplar of many of the key responses to the concerns facing cultural practitioners
of his generation. In the process, we draw attention to the artifice of many of the binary
oppositions through which 1930s cultural politics and cultural patronage have been
understood; high culture/mass culture, proletarian literature/cultural freedom and so forth.
Thus, Calverton’s writing combines both a form of ‘sociological criticism’ that was close
to the aesthetics outlined in the New Masses, with fiction that approximated the tropes of
Victorian melodrama. Although this synthesis seldom produced a satisfactory cultural
critique, its insistence on basing principled politics upon historically specific conditions
provides a powerful example to subsequent generations of committed intellectuals.

Calverton’s premature death was but one facet of the tragedy of the 1940s, in which CP-_
centred left culture entered a period of decline; in the process, a number of its luminaries
resurfaced as articulate apologists for a badly compromised social order.®” Almost
simultaneously, WPA Federal One was wound down: the curtain closed on Federal Theatre
amid a storm over alleged communist influence, while the remaining projects were quietly
absorbed into the US war effort. As we argue in Chapter Eight, the nexus between culture
and public institutions, whether the CPUSA or the state itself, was changed utterly once :
America moved to a war footing. We conclude by reconsidering our initial argument and
reviewing important trends in current scholarship.

Our opening chapter concerns the responses of the US state to the dual crises of economic
slump and a nascent mass democratic politics, both of which underscored the fragility of .
the social order. It moves from the general features of this crisis, via the forms through
which it was comprehended, to the way such debates highlighted the potential for the
nation state to develop an interventionist cultural practice as a corrective to social
dislocation. To this we now turn.

7 Among the numerous accounts of this process is George H. Nash, The Conservative Intellectual Movement
int America Since 1945 (New York: Basic, 1976), pp. 84-130. An important influence upon our own study is
Alan M. Wald, The New York Intellectuals: the Rise and Decline of the Anti-Stalinist Left from the 1930s to
the 1980s (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987). -
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Chapter One - Legitimation, the State and Cultural Tradition

'The Thirties' is a decade under constant construction and reconstruction. As the
introduction to this study suggests, historically- specific concerns have helped to recast
the inter-war years as the 'Red Decade’, 'the Anxious Years' and so forth. This process
of historical remembering is highly selective, in that certain aspects of life in the 1930s
became accentuated in popular memory, invariably at the expense of other memories.
One significant area to evade scrutiny in the construction of 'the Thirties' is the state.
The patterns of government intervention that emerged in the Depression went on to
occupy a central position of influence in post-war American life. This embedded, on a
long term basis, the counter-crisis mechanisms developed in response to the slump,
institutionalising the experience of crisis within the state itself.

In this respect, the title of the 1932 Culture and the Crisis manifesto provides an
accurate snapshot of the sentiments predominant among the intelligentsia. In later
chapters, we consider the 'cultural’ components of this formulation; here we consider the
~“'crisis' that formed the backdrop to Depression-era cultural politics. In stripping down
this relationship to its key features, we seek to locate the origins of the construction of
the 'Red Decade' in the movements of the state itself. In contrast to those accounts
emphasising the role of the Communist Party in 1930s culture, this study argues that
government-sponsored counter-crisis measures set the tone and pace for the decade's
cultural politics, and that of their subsequent reconstruction according to a Cold War
agenda. To further develop this line of argument, this chapter considers the crisis of
legitmation that now characterises both the 1930s and 'the Thirties'.

In modern history, the question of the state has played a central role in public affairs.
First, its true nature was debated endlessly. Thus, the liberal tradition of John Locke
argued it should be a minimal 'night watchman', preventing the members of civil society .
from causing each other harm. This vision was antithetical to that of civic republicans,
to whom the highest expression of human development was through one's participation
within the affairs of state. Such concepts were a significant part of the Enlightenment's
political framework, in that they allowed for a separation of the state (public
institutions) from civil society (the market, the domestic sphere, and voluntary
organisations). Moreover, they presupposed individual autonomy, in that human beings
could operate as free agents, exempt from official interference.

This outlook was further reinforced by developments within Western European states,
which moved from 18th century civil rights, 19th century political rights, and 20th
century social rights. National specificities permitting, the most advanced patterns of
state development saw citizens freed - at least formally - from the arbitrary exercise of
authority, followed by reforms and concessions in the form of universal suffrage,
culminating in the modern welfare state. Behind the gradual inclusion of the majority in
political life, there developed a parallel process of 'ring fencing' public institutions from
electoral democracy. The United States had a complex relationship to this process, in
that its break with the arbitrary power of an ancien regime occurred through a colonial
war. This led to the coexistence of 'American exceptionalism' with a European
conceptual framework for discussing the state, which bequeathed a confusing legacy to
commentators in the 1930s. In short, discussions of the New Deal state were conducted
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on the basis of largely incommensurate categories. Alternately, they took a fragmentary
and often responsive form, expressed by industrialists or farmers, distraught at their
collisions with federal authority over business regulation or land rights. A key
consequence of this was that controversies over the changing conduct of the state tended
to obscure more than they clarified.

Before exploring this theme at length,-it is worth considering a third element of the
discussion, of central importance to the intelligentsia in the 1930s. A nominally Marxist
theory of the state, presenting it as the 'executive committee of the capitalist class' and a
'special body of armed men' committed to the defence of the status quo, circulated in
marxisant intellectual circles. This functionalist emphasis on the state as a 'monopoly
on violence' promoted a degree of suspicion of government among radical intellectuals,
and it provided an approach that corresponded to the repressive reality of the 1920s.
When state control was direct and almost unmediated, then the conclusions of this
theory found ready support. However, when more subtle forms of social control
emerged, then this assessment seemed to correspond less to reality. Without further
elaboration, it proved less capable of explaining the trajectory of the New Deal state
itself. Such shortcomings were significant, in that they offered little to break the
deadlock over how best to theorise the question of the state.

Identifying the specific problems of state intervention poses a number of difficult
conceptual issues. To begin with, the existence of the state itself - i.e. as a coherent,
unified public institution - is often controversial in its own right. Prior to the Civil War,
it was common to think of the United States as denoting a plural, rather than singular,
content. This was reflected at the level of public institutions, in that - exceptions
permitting - the exercise of executive power appeared diffuse. While policies on foreign
affairs and American Indians were largely centralised, other decisions were left to
individual states. Such arrangements were sustainable when premised on an expanding
frontier and, later, a dynamic market economy, but they also contributed to long term
problems of social cohesion. By the end of the nineteenth century, a dynamic national
economy had been established, and many of the appurtenances of a capitalist nation
state were in place. Moreover, the various insurgencies on behalf of reform, beginning
in the 1870s and culminating in Theodore Roosevelt's election as the 'Bull Moose'
candidate in 1912, resulted more in the reorganisation of business than in the
reconstitution of society. An outgoing process of modernisation occurred, in which the
language of 'trust-busting' and 'reform' accompanied state intervention that benefited
industry as a whole.! Even as late as the Harding and Coolidge administrations, the
White House represented an ambiguous political resource.

Patronage and Legitimation Crisis

It is no coincidence that Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr's Age of Roosevelt trilogy commences
with the Crisis of the Old Order,” reflecting a period when ‘the spectre of cataclysmic

! See Gabriel Kolko, The Triumph of Conservatism: a Reinterpretation af American History 1900-1916

(1963) (New York: Free Press, 1977).
2 Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., The Age of Roosevelt: The Crisis of the Old Order 1919-1933 (Boston:

Houghton Mifflin, 1957).
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disorder’ stalked the land. The dislocation caused by the pressures of the inter-war years
has generated an acute sensitivity to such breakdown which still resonates in
contemporary affairs expressed, for instance, in the widespread comparisons between
the present-day Bosnian crisis and the Spanish Civil War or appeasement in the 1930s.
Whether debating the acceptable limits of 'big government' or seeking a standard against
which to measure modern recessionary trends, the ghosts of the 1930s refuse to vacate
the modern imagination. This is clear from the frequent references to the era in
discussions ostensibly preoccupied with the present.’

If the crisis-ridden character of the 1919-1941 period is self-evident today, we should
also acknowledge the impact of similar historical forces upon the forms of cultural
patronage generated by the New Deal. Indeed, the patterns of arts funding catalysed by
Franklin D. Roosevelt in response to the Depression illuminate the broader relationships
between cultural institutions and their age. At the same time, the web of connections
between such bodies and particular historical moments can often obscure their specific
character.

For instance, Works Progress Administration Federal Project Number One (a.k.a
Federal One) has become one of the best known arts programs to develop under the
New Deal. Its murals still adorn many a public building, while its state guidebooks are
widely respected, once numbering John Steinbeck among their admirers.* Yet
paradoxically, some of this praise has been facilitated by pressures which were
antithetical to the spirit of such projects. On one hand, they are remembered as
pragmatic welfare relief, ensuring that 'at least no-one starved'. On the other, they have
been vilified for a litany of sins, from operating a fraudulent 'boondoggle' by setting new
levels for 'big government' largesse to foisting a 'red nest' of tax-funded subversion on
the nation as a whole.”

Such assessments display a wide-ranging conflict of interpretation. Too often the
concerns of the 1950s, or the 1970s, have been incorporated into historical analysis
purporting to interpret the New Deal and its broader context. Consequently we must
attempt to unravel the concrete problems which faced the initiators of Federal One's arts
patronage from the preoccupations of later years. Should we fail to do so, we risk
reading history backwards. In the case of Federal One, this would distract us from
comprehending the multitude of crises which confronted those seeking to develop
policies in response to the slump and engage with the specificities of cultural
production. Without this emphasis on the specific, there is also a risk of conflating
together the diverse forms which legitimation crisis assumed in the inter-war period.

3 See for instance Martin Walker, ‘The Lost and Lasting Legacies of FDR’, Manchester Guardian 11
April 1995, p.10; Ed Vulliamy, ‘For Whom Does the Bell Toll Now?’, Manchester Guardian 15 July
1995, p.1 (Outlook section); David C. Wheelock, ‘Monetary Policy in the Great Depression: What the
Fed did, and Why’, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, March/April 1992, pp. 3-28; Garry Wills, ‘“What
" Makes a Good Leader?’ Atlantic Monthly, April 1994, pp. 63-80.

4 John Steinbeck calls the Guides to the States series ‘the most comprehensive account of the United
States ever got together’. See Travels with Charley (1962) (London: Mandarin, 1990), p.121.

5 See the introduction to Dick Netzer, The Subsidised Muse: Public Support for the Arts in the United
States (1978) (Aldershot: Gregg Revivals, 1993 ed.). :
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Institutionalised Uncertainty

This continuing sensibility of crisis becomes clear if we consult the titles of those works
which seek to convey ‘the Thirties’ as a specific experience or ‘moment’. A reader is
often struck by their essentially negative character: taken collectively, such accounts
constitute a less than flattering bibliographical portrait. The period surveyed becomes
the Anxious years, the Red decade, the Fervent years, the Angry decade and the years of
Protest.® It would appear that there is little respite from a succession of bleak
descriptions of a period of immense turmoil in the West. Whereas the anthologies
which formed part of 1930s cultural practice sought to challenge the established literary
‘star system’,” those seeking to summarise the spirit of the age - retrospectively - often
conformed to, or perpetuated, an established ‘masternarrative’. The writings which
chronicled the onset of this phase in history, such as anti-war novels detailing the 1914-
1919 conflict or tales flouting the moralism of the Prohibition era, are bracketed
together as yet another example of the follies of 'the Thirties'. Perhaps the most striking
aspect of this intellectual atmosphere is that neither the prosperity of the 1920s boom,
nor the interpretation of the war as a triumph, are seen as sufficient to balance out the
economic crises with which they are often coupled. Slump and war are not simply the
negative mirror images of boom and stability; instead they permeate the totality of their

 age.

One could argue that a virtual industry has developed around the representation of the
1930s as a collection of events to be avoided at all costs. The central concept is one of
crisis. Moreover, the process of characterising the period often leads to the attachment
of opprobrium to the intellectual as a social type,? if not intellectuals as a social group.
Elsewhere in this study it is argued that this approach consists of little more than
apologetics for the slump, reflected in a concentration upon the relationship of
professionals and cultural practitioners to Communism. This in turn poses the question
of why such significance is attached to this section of the intelligentsia, when greater
numbers were loyal to the New Deal, if not involved in its active implementation. In the
argument which follows, we turn to the wider crisis of political legitimacy which is both
symbolised and evaded in discussions of a ‘Red Decade’.

Among the major factors emphasised in this study are disaffection and recession,
volatility and compromise, all of which informed the cultural politics which were the
subject of continual attention in Cold War accounts. Furthermore, taking the stock
market crash and US entry into war as our prologue and epilogue, it is possible to create
a discrete ‘Thirties’, as a linear narrative of crisis and its eventual resolution. Yet,
especially given the frequency with which the spectre of the slump haunts the present, to
restrict our understanding to this narrow focus - to ignore key contradictions - is to tell

® Louis Filler (ed.), The Anxious Years: America in the 1930’s (New York: Capricorn Press, 1964);
Eugene Lyons, The Red Decade: the Communist Penetration of America (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill,
1941); Leo Gurko, The Angry Decade (New York: Dodd, 1947); Jack Salzman (ed.) with Barry
Wallerstein, The Years of Protest: A Collections of American Writing of the 1930’s (Indianapolis: Bobbs-
Merrill, 1967). ;

7 Walter Kalaidjian, American Culture Between the Wars: Revisionary Modernism and Postmodern
Critique (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993) pp. 52, 275n.

8 See the discussion of this category in Christopher Lasch, The New Radicalism in America, 1889-1963:
The Intellectual as Social Type (New York: Vintage, 1965), pp. ix-xviii.
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but half the story. Thus, an important consideration here is that many historiographical
assessments of the inter-war years appear permanently distorted by the influence of
subsequent events. Until recently, much critical investigation of 1929-39 was locked
into a formulaic method which derived its explanatory categories from the
preoccupations of years which followed.

However, despite each such rewriting of history, one has to simply mention the
Depression decade to conjure up a narrative of continual social crisis; the dislocations
which intensified the disillusionment, if not the precise problem, of the turbulent
aftermath of the First World War. As Leslie Fiedler recalls, ‘the imagination of the '20s
lived off that remembered feast of terror as well as a mythology of murder and night-
time pursuit bred by Prohibition’. ? Many an assessment of the 1930s assumes that the
decade can be adequately presented as a response to never ending series of crises. As
was claimed above, the stock market crash and the onset of war in Europe serve as
preface and epilogue to each account, jointly conferring homology on the process of
historical periodisation.

By working from these surface appearances alone, we can locate three distinct features. -
Firstly, the economic expansion predicated upon vast resources consolidated the
ensemble of institutions integral to the nation state. Secondly, in comparison to the
Europe of the post -1918 period, internal stability was more secure in America than
elsewhere in the West. Yet despite this relative social calm, we arrive at a third
observation, perhaps the starting point for this study. In the decade immediately
following the First World War, the normative patterns of state conduct tended to
exclude the most dynamic sections of American society. More precisely, both the
exercise of public power at a national level and its accompanying political discourses
militated against the construction of a socially diverse base of support for the state.'
This is clear from the ‘Great Red Scare’, Prohibition, and the Johnson-Reed National
Origins Act of 1924. Likewise, insofar as a state ‘cultural policy’ existed, it was
primarily devoted to coercion - such as film censorship - rather than patronage.'' Such
measures of state intervention had a dual character. On one hand they criminalised
substantial sections of society particularly the new immigrants who inhabited America’s
cities and worked in its expanding factories. On the other they generated a degree of
popular support among more established - yet ideologically insecure - social groups.'?

? Leslie A. Fiedler, ‘The Un-Angry Young Men’, Encounter, January 1958, p.6.

19 For instance, both the appeal of Al Smith’s background to the disaffected ‘New Immigrant’ population
and widespread abstention suggest that the working class was far from integrated into the political system.
See Jerome M. Clubb and Howard W. Allen, ‘The Cities and the Election of 1928: Partisan
Realignment? American Historical Review, Vol. 74, 1968-69, p.1205; Lichtman, Prejudice and the Old
Politics, p.14.

" In passing, we should note that such measures also informed the hostilities of many cultural
practitioners to what they perceived as a decadent society, a sentiment reinforced by the horror which the
recent war had inspired. This disillusionment was often expressed through ‘exile’ in Paris, a temporary
rejection of the prevailing values by many writers and artists. These European episodes figure
prominently among the antecedents of 1930s literary radicalism, a theme considered in the second half of
the present study.

12 We draw upon the model developed in Jiirgen Habermas (trans Thomas McCarthy) Legitimation
Crisis (London: Heinemann, 1976). A more empirical consideration of this problem, as expressed in the
nativist legislation of the 1920s, appears in Graham Barnfield, Addressing Estrangement: Federal Arts
Patronage and National Identity Under the New Deal (Sheffield: CMCRC, 1993), pp. 2-11.
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This led, in turn, to one of the key tensions in the legitimation crises which was
unfolding. In the 1920s, America was dominated by a white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant
elite, who built up wider support through public hostility and repressive policies
directed at a variety of “un-American’ influences. Tensions existed between skilled and
unskilled, ‘old stock’ and immigrant, puritan and liberal, country and city, dry and
wet."”® Such divisions, it is argued, became less significant under the New Deal; groups
and practices once seen as unreliable citizens became the cornerstone of presidential
elections after 1932. In turn, this has fuelled a discussion of the extent to which the
New Deal recast American political life. Thus, controversy abounds over whether the
defeat of Al Smith as the Democratic presidential candidate in the 1928 elections was
the springboard for Franklin D. Roosevelt’s subsequent victory. At issue is which
election, if any, made the Democratic party’s voter base hegemonic in elections
between 1932 and 1968, despite the Republicans emerging as the ‘natural’ party of
Cold War government during and after the Truman administration.'*

This is not the place to become drawn into the various debates over the relationship
between Presidential elections, political constituencies and the New Deal. We would
note, however, that Smith’s very nomination risked splitting his party, most
controversially on the question of his status, a New York Catholic who advocated the
repeal of Prohibition. Projected onto the national political stage following his
convention nomination, Smith embodied the tensions between tradition and modernity
which so divided America in the first three decades of the century."> His crushing
defeat at the polls articulated these divisions; as H.L. Mencken commented, “the drys

poured out in leaping ranks to slaughter the Pope.'¢

An important political shift occurred, albeit concealed by the vitriolic language of
Prohibition and racial exclusion. Smith’s candidacy offered new immigrant voters the
prospect of an alternative political discourse, predicated upon inclusivity as opposed to
nativism. Furthermore, it implied the possibility of a government in sympathy with
Catholics and city-dwellers; implicitly, social mobility could develop through
government, rather than individual initiative, informal ethnic networks and the largesse
of the local political machine or Pork Barrel politics. Thus, the major legacy of Smith,
himself a victim of the prejudices and policies which accentuated cultural difference
into social division (and vice versa), can be summarised as a shift in the boundaries of
political priorities. Those on the wrong side of this cultural divide were offered
acceptance and a pathway into national political life.

This provided an important resource for Roosevelt’s 1932 challenge to Hoover, in the
form of a latent, yet consolidated, electoral base for the Democrats. Moreover the

13 However, this is hotly disputed by a number of authors, one of whom denies ‘that voter reaction to
social issues can be fused into a single dimension of conflict between two American cultures’. Whilst true
at a local and empirical level, it betrays a reluctance to theorise general trends. See Allen J. Lichtman,
Prejudice and the Old Politics: The Presidential Election of 1928 (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1979), p.24.

'* Space does not permit us to explore this issue in detail, so let us concur with the author who claims that
‘the vote for Eisenhower was not a vote to repeal the New Deal’. Bernard Sternsher, ‘The New Deal
Party System: A Reappraisal’, Journal of Interdisciplinary History Vol. 15, Summer 1984, p.74.

13 Biographical details appear in Matthew and Hannah Josephson, Al Smith: Hero of the Cities (London:
Thames and Hudson, 1969).

' H.L. Mencken, ‘What is Going On in the World’, The American Mercury, April 1932, pp. 281-287.
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significance of the social groups which constituted this base became greater throughout
the 1930s, given their expansive social demographic spread and their employment in the
most dynamic industries. None of this proved sufficient to defeat Hoover in 1928,
however. Many of the concerns around which this election was fought related to the
eclipse of an older America, which maintained moral and political hegemony.
Simultaneously, other, less established groups were themselves becoming more
influential, yet they lacked much connection to a broader, national political framework.

Put bluntly, if the state expanded its base of support by excluding sections of society, it
reduced the scope to continue that expansion in future. Furthermore, once the
components of this base - such as the rural, Protestant Midwest - declined in influence,
this contradiction was posed all the more sharply. Prior to the New Deal, legitimacy
was derived, or consent manufactured, through the presentation of government policy as
the guardian of traditional values. This led to the entrenchment and legal codification of
racial division within the working class.!” As Stephen Steinberg notes, ‘mass
immigration had adverse effects on organised labour. The abundance of cheap labour
provided an incentive to industrialists to introduce new technology which substituted

~ unskilled machine operators for skilled workers, triggering a nativist reaction among
craft workers’.'®

Despite the problems posed by racial division and a nativist state in the 1920s, the
overall conditions of economic expansion mitigated against the sharpening of such
tensions into a full-blown crisis. Rising prosperity, whether participated in or merely
perceived, exercised a stabilising influence. In many respects, the post-1918 boom,
accompanied by the USA shifting from a debtor to a creditor nation, provided a ‘carrot’
to the ‘stick’ of Prohibition, immigration control, and the Palmer Raids.'® The onset of
the Depression greatly reduced the capacity of political institutions to secure consent
from those they influenced. Without prosperity, the coercive character of influential
political trends and interest groups was laid bare; tensions made dormant by their active
suppression between 1919 and 1924 could potentially resurface without economic
buoyancy to cushion them. Arguably, the threat from the city and its inhabitants was
more imagined than real, a ‘presentiment of danger’; given this, the excessive caution
and insecurity of the authorities on a number of social questions merits attention. To
develop an understanding of legitimation crisis further, we turn to the work of Jiirgen
Habermas.

Drawing upon key developments over the last forty years, Habermas points to the
capacity of the state to ‘steer’”” society through crises - defined here as objective forces
denying part of one’s normal sovereignty - albeit within the overall limits prescribed by
a particular system. Economic crises, susceptible to partial modification through state

17 The term racial is used to denote the social, rather than biological basis of discrimination in the 1920s:
African-American inequality was institutionalised at this time, especially in the South. However, we
would locate the origins of the present phase of problematic ‘race relations’ in the slump and the 1940s, in
contrast to the more ahistorical approach which points to the ‘legacy of slavery’ as the source of current
difficulties (see Kenan Malik, The Meaning of Race [London: Macmillan, 1996]).

18 Steinberg, The Ethnic Myth: Race, Ethnicity and Class in America (New York: Atheneum, 1989 ed.),
p.38.

19 See Paul Buhle, ‘““Red Scare™”, Encyclopedia of the American Left, pp. 646-648.

2 Habermas, Legitimation Crisis, p.23.
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intervention, are the starting point of this analysis, posing theoretical problems which
the author suggests are adequately explained by Marx s theory of value and its important
component, the category of commodity fetishism.?! Having established this, Habermas
turns to the effects of the state conduct described. Moving from simple to more
complex characteristics of state activity, he suggests that its formal appearance -an
ensemble of ostensibly democrauc institutions® - elicits mass loyalty while by-passing
genuine popular participation. 3 Such arrangements have an implicit responsiveness to
the state s base of support, coupled with a professed independence from any particular
group.?* This separation of state and civil society facilitates the conceptual relocation of
the social relations of production into discrete ‘political’ and ‘economic’ spheres. Thus,
the various interactions between material conditions and the prevailing political ideas
and institutions are conducted more or less indirectly.

One problem with Habermas’s schema is that, predicated as it is upon the curtailment of
the post-war boom during the early 1970s, it is imprecise as to what extent this is a
general theory of legitimation crises, as opposed to a model derived solely from
historically specific response to the world recession which commenced in 1973.% Many
of the features of crisis he identifies apply equally to both periods, such as the way the
moral certainties which accompany the affairs of state highlight their very contingency
and artifice, a trend embodled in their incapacity to erase all memory of previous
formations of this nature.?® Moreover, this shift towards non-economic moral
imperatives, from institutional politics to large scale engagement (‘culture’, according to
Habermas), disturbs the integrated character of the relationship between the state and 1ts
citizenry, thus drawing attention instead to the necessity for structural change.?’

Provided we do not conflate ‘the analysis of the institutional ensemble which constitutes
the capitalist state’s apparatus with the evaluation of the historically specific regime’,”®
this is a useful starting point for thinking about the integration of the mass of Americans
into political life, and the role of the state in this process during the inter-war period.

However, it is here that our similarities with Habermas’s analysis start to break down; !
the key trends of the 1920s fail to conform to this theoretical overview in one important
respect. Whereas to Habermas economic collapse precipitates legitimation crisis, in
Prohibition America, a breakdown of political legitimacy was developing prior to the

2! Ibid., pp. 26-30.

22 Electoral democracy is not the only form of the state; amid the international backdrop to the New Deal
were a variety of social-democratic and fascist political programmes which occurred in Europe. As we
see in later chapters, the issue of state forms becomes a central debate in the 1930s, both in relation to arts
funding and around the idea of totalitarianism (itself the partial outgrowth of cultural politics). See
Stephen J. Whitfield, ‘““Totalitarianism” in Eclipse: The Recent of Fate an Idea’, in Arthur Edelstein (ed.),
Image and Ideas in American Culture: The Functions of Criticism - Essays in Memory of Philip Rahv
(Hanover, NH.: Brandeis University Press, 1979), pp.61-88.

B Habermas, Legitimation Crisis, p.36.

2% The impact of the autonomous appearance of the state upon the literary left is discussed elsewhere in
this study. :

25 This is discussed at length in Tony Allen, ‘World in Recessmn Revolutionary Communist Papers 7
July 1981, pp. 7-13.

26 Habermas, Legitimation Crisis, pp. 71-72, 87 -88.

27 Ibid, pp. 2-3.

2 Rhonda F. Levine, Class Struggle and the New Deal: Industrial Capital, Industrial Labor and the
State (Lawrence, KS: Universities Press of Kansas, 1988) pp.10 - 12.
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manifestation of recessionary tendencies in 1927 2 Asa comprehensive, nation-wide
influence rather than a mere corpus of public institutions, the U.S nation state emerged
incrementally through a series of traumas, notably the Civil War’° and the development
of a foreign policy appropriate to its imperialist status. 3 Internally, its role as a ‘special
body of armed men 32 was more or less explicit, reinforced by private armies where
deemed necessary 3 Thus, despite a widespread disenchantment with the advancement
promised by the American dream, there was little of substance to connect the population
at large with the nation state. Forrnally democratic institutions had little difficulty
evading genuine mass part101pat10n engendenng an inability to connect with the
populace and generate durable loyalties. Concomitant with this lack of popular
authority was an interpretation of ‘government’ as a problem for the individual, rather
than as a representative body or policy instrument. In turn, such perceptions symbolise
an unprecedented degree of social atomisation.

Paradoxically, these trends were also counteracted by the nativist state practices of the
1920s, primarily mass deportations, Prohibition and immigration control. Under this
regime federal authority was presented as the first line of defence against an immoral
alien ‘other’. Suggesting a partnership between government and governed, such
measures were well received by those who considered their interests threatened.
Likewise, they bolstered elitist thinking, through the de facto advocacy of a racial
hierarchy with New England at the top, and central and Eastern European immigrants -
near the bottom. In popular terms this was grasped as an urban-rural split, a feature of
which was the invidious ‘cultural politics’ of the Ku Klux Klan.* Although somewhat
obscured in post-war economic expansion a taxing problem was developing. If the state
was being defined in opposition to ‘Rum, Romanism and Rebellion’,*® how could it also
integrate those - who such policies undermined - into national life? As we see below,
this problem became greatly accentuated with the emergence of full-blown economic
crisis in 1929.

The boom years conferred authority on the social order irrespective of whether the
public at large shared equally in prosperity. Economic expansion, although reinforced
by fervent nationalism and puritan morality, also exercised an unsettling influence upon
these traditions. One effect of modernisation was that it called into question the
conventions of an earlier generation; thus, in transforming the urban metropolis, it
undermined the appeal of the family farm. Likewise, as Lizabeth Cohen demonstrates,

B Tom Kemp,The Climax of Capitalism: The US Economy in the 20th Century (London: Longman,
1990), pp. 65-67.

30 Garry Wills, Lincoln at Gettysburg: The Words That Remade America (New York: Simon and Schuster
1992); for a summary of conservative disdain for Lincoln in the 20th century see George H. Nash, The
Conservative Intellectual Movement in America Since 1945 (New York: Basic, 1976), pp.38, 211.

31 Alonso Aguilar, Pan-Americanism: From Monroe to the Present (1965) (New York: Monthly Review
Press, 1968), pp-23-60; Kemp, Climax of Capitalism, pp. 20-23.

32V 1. Lenin, The State and Revolution (1917: London: Junius, 1994), p.9.

3 The representation of Pinkertons, deputies and other ‘goon squads’ in 1930s writing is discussed
elsewhere in this study. .

34 See Alexander Keysar, ‘The Free Gift of the Ballot?’, Paper Presented at the Fifteenth Annual North
American Labor History Conference, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI; October 1993.

35 Michael Kazan, ‘“The Grass-Roots Right: New Histories of US Conservatism in the Twentieth Century’,
American Historical Review, February 1992; p.146.

3 George Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of Twentieth Century
Evangelism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), pp. 71-72. This slogan first appeared in 1884.
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traditional ethnic affiliations among the families of second generation immigrants were
undermined by the rise of mass culture; for instance, when the local grocery store lost
ground to the standardised chain store. That such changes were gathering momentum
was expressed through the counterposition of country and city in popular culture, and
even in the departure of a coterie of writers and artists to café life in Paris. A more
widespread, but less well-chronicled outlet for cultural workers was popular publishing,
notably Mencken’s American Mercury.> With hindsight we can interpret both
European ‘exile’ and the indigenous tradition of popular narrative as ‘finishing schools’
for the literature which later engaged with the problem posed by the slump. In order to
interpret this transformation in more detail, we will consider its effects on mass
constituencies and the hegemonic institutions which sought to elicit their support.

The onset of the Depression called into question long-standing assumptions about the
role of the state within the advanced capitalist countries. Whether labelled Keynsianism
or condemned as an expansion of ‘big government’, the spread of state intervention in
the stumbling economies of the 1930s had lasting consequences at a number of levels.
Regimes of accumulation were subject to substantial reorganisation; political coalitions
were forged. Itis against such a backdrop that spaces and resources were opened up for
a variety of cultural practitioners. Initially, the activities of such figures were of
negligible concern to the engineers of wider social change. A core problem for the
Hoover administration was the way that its authority was undermined by recessionary
trends. Earlier political difficulties, such as the widespread disrespect for law and order
which accompanied Prohibition, caused limited damage, given the ameliorative
influence of unprecedented prosperity. Such economic security meant that government
intervention in industry was largely unnecessary; it also provided the writers of the day
with financial support and subject matter. With post-war class conflicts at a stalemate,
the boom years focused America on ‘social’ (i.e. moral) and ‘ethnic’ issues. Hence,
there was no urgency in consciously foregrounding a discussion of the state. Instead, the
rugged individual was seen as a role model, a model rationalised by increasing
affluence. Once stripped of its ‘rational kernel’ this myth was abandoned for decades,
paving the way for newer, more appropriate discourses.

Popularised through the Horatio Alger38 stories, the rugged individual reflected the
organising principles of its host society. However, the crash heralded an era when the
concept of free market economic liberalism came to seem increasingly unviable, when
state intervention became accepted as a necessary evil, and when the Soviet Union was
compared favourably to the United States.”” The notion that upward mobility was
personified by the pioneering industrialist was all but discredited. Once, ‘in public
estimation, business leaders were the acknowledged authority in economic matters, they
enjoyed the prestige that comes of association with past achievements’. This contrasted

37 prominent figures in the literary radicalism of the 1930s who wrote for Mencken during the previous
decade included Theodore Dreiser, Sherwood Anderson and Sinclair Lewis. See Douglass Wixson,
Worker-Writer in America: Jack Conroy and the Tradition of Midwestern Literary Radicalism, 1898-
1990 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994), p.102.
38 Horatio Alger (1834-1899) wrote over 100 ‘non series’ books, but was best known for his rags-to-riches
creations who embodied the American dream. They included Ragged Dick (1867), Luck and Pluck
(1869) and Tattered Tom (1871).
% Frank Furedi, Mythical Past, Elusive Future: History and Society in an Anxious Age (London: Pluto,
1992),-pp. 172-176.
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to the comments of journalist Elmer Davies, who expressed sentiments which were
widespread in 1931 when he saw ‘a great deflation of “the smart man’’. He declared
that the leaders of industry and finance were ‘“about as thoroughly discredited as any set
of false prophets in history, and most of them ... know it.” “It is easier to believe”,
another writer commented bitterly “that the earth is flat than to believe that private

v e e . 40
initiative alone will save us.””

The Hoover administration was itself caught up in these pressures. It was held
responsible for the attrition afflicting industry and agriculture; Hoover’s personal
adherence to the values of individualism and voluntary association was widely
interpreted as irresponsible neglect. Government initiatives were forthcoming such as
the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, itself a factor in legitimising the expansion of
federal power. While this compromised Hoover’s ideals, it also posed the question of
the limits on state subsidy: banks could be subsidised from tax revenues, but not the
growing ranks of unemployed workers and ruined farmers,*' suggesting double
standards. The use of the state apparatus to modify the impact of the slump undermined
the arguments with which its earlier rationalisation had developed; in failing to rectify
the situation, it lagged ‘behind the programmatic demands that it had placed on itself’ &
This shifting balance between state and civil society*? intensified the problem of
political legitimacy through the polarising influence it exerted. Interventionist measures
were designed to overcome the crisis and consolidate a consensus of support for the
hegemonic institutions.

This process also codified the moral and practical failure of these institutions. The dual
character of state intervention, its continual, often simultaneous bolstering and
diminishing of its own credibility, had substantial implications for government-
sponsored arts, theatre, and writing; a theme we consider at length elsewhere. As the
acceptable parameters of such conduct prompted sharp cleavages, a new discourse
developed, in which contending interpretations of America’s core values jostled for
position. This was not a linguistic matter, but an expression of the severity of the crisis
afflicting society. Those who disagreed in principle with the de facto ‘mixed economy’
that was concretised under the Hoover administration were further shocked by Franklin
D. Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal’; unalloyed, free market capitalism took over forty years to
regain its earlier intellectual ascendancy.

One reaction to this trend is expressed in the palpable isolation felt by Austrian
economist F. A. Hayek, codified in his tract, The Road to Serfdom (1944).’ Liberals and
social engineers were becoming increasingly influential. However, to explain the
influence of individuals involved in the administration of government, one should

4 Cited in Romasco, Poverty of Abundance: Hoover, the Nation, the Depression (London: Oxford
University Press, 1965), pp.57; 64-65.

*! The options open to the dispossessed, where available, consisted of local charities and benevolent
associations, often accompanied by degrading means testing. See Frank Freidel, The New Deal in
Historical Perspective (Washington D.C.: American Historical Association, 1956), p.3.

2 Habermas, Legitimation Crisis, p.69.

3 The historiographical tendency associated with civic republicanism interprets similar tensions between
virtue and corruption at the onset of modernity, suggesting that they have a decisive effect upon the
character of the society which produces them. The best known exponent of this argument is J.G.A. Pocock
in The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican Tradition
(Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1975).
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consider the exact nature of that state itself. Hayek’s promotion of a specific and
limited role for the state was also articulated in the pragmatic tones of American
liberalism by Walter Lippmann. He argued that ‘when legislatures and electorates are
asked to settle not more or less specific issues of justice, but the purposes, plans and
management of a social order in the future, they have little or no rational criteria for
their opinions’. * Lippmann emphasised the particular over the general, not addressing
the discussion from a philosophical standpoint by asking ‘what is an appropriate role for
the state?” but exploring the tensions between individual development and social
planning.

He presented the latter as unattractive, impractical and sinister, claiming that ‘the
blueprint, be it as grandiose a work as Plato’s Republic, cannot hope to fit the specific
situation ... For in real life men rest content in their station only if their interests have
been successfully reconciled: failing that, they do not fit the design until they have been
dosed with castor oil, put in concentration camps, or exiled in Siberia>.*’ Pre-dating
Cold War sensibilities, he merged Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union in a cautionary
tale against the rise of the social architect.”® Given the backdrop of the Depression,
such arguments fell flat among all but those who were already convinced, even if
translated into the popular idiom of rugged individualism. Lippmann’s defensiveness -
like his anticipation of the ‘totalitarianism’ thesis - expresses the fin de siecle
sentiments associated with the end point of a broader process of intellectual crisis. In
effect, he articulates the decomposition of traditional certainties that characterised the
inter-war period.

Whether conducted in the abstractions of the intellectual, the shrill tones of newspaper
editorials, or in the conversations conducted across the population at large, debates
about state policy were a pivotal aspect of the New Deal. It could be a pragmatic
means to an end, an infringement of liberty, or a barrier to qualitatively different
planning in the form of worker’s control, depending upon one’s political allegiances.
As the first of these perspectives became the dominant one, a few of its opponents
responded with the combativity of Hayek,"” who realised that there was little sense in
apologising for his beliefs.*® Taking refuge in the past was a widespread response
among other commentators. For Hoover, this meant repeating the claims he made in
1928, that the ideal system “was the American system - a national heritage that must be
defended and preserved”.* Ironically, he persisted with this viewpoint at a time when
increasing numbers of WPA cultural workers and Communists were also engaged in the
discovery of a “usable past’ (see Chapter Three).

“* Walter Lippmann, An Inquiry into the Principles of a Good Society (Boston: Little, Brown, 1937),
D.294.

* Cited in Edmund Ions (ed.), Political and Social Thought in America: 1870-1970 (Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, 1970), p.297.

“6 On this basis, ‘Snake Eyes’ Lippmann earned the enmity of the US left. For instance, see E.E. Boyle,
“The Liberty League All-America’, New Masses, December 14, 1937, pp.16-17; A.B. Magil, “Walter
Lippmann’s Logic’, New Masses, December 22, 1936, p.15. Leading fellow traveller Corliss Lamont
called Lippmann “the intellectual hope of American finance capitalism’ (cited in Ronald Steel, Walter
Lippmarm and the American Century (Boston, Mass.: Little Brown, 1970), p.325.

7 Friedrich Hayek (W.W. Bartley I1l, The Fatal Conceit: Errors of Socialism, (London: Routledge,
1988), especially ‘Our Intellectuals and their tradition of reasonable socialism’, pp. 52-54.

“8 James Heartfield, ‘Prophet and Loss’, Living Marxism, May 1992, p.46.

* Cited in Romasco, The Poverty of Abundance, p.20.
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The emerging political framework secured loyalty to Roosevelt within the intelligentsia.
Debates over such matters were conducted primarily among professionals and the
political classes. At a more popular level, Roosevelt put the case forcefully for a
package of measures designed to overcome the slump, at least ameliorating its worst
effects. Utilising various techniques of mass communication,™ he popularised the
themes which became characteristic of the New Deal, “the first American president who
could carry his message directly to the people, circumventing the traditional
organisations’.”! Those listening to the famous Fireside Chats “felt he was there talking
to you, not to 50 million others but to you personally’.>> Roosevelt’s legendary capacity
to communicate presupposed a constituency to work with, however. The ‘Democratic
Majority’, as it became known, was built upon the votes of a generation of former non-
voters, defecting Republican supporters, and the South. The significance of each group
in this coalition is hotly debated, but its transformative impact upon the Democratic

party is indisputable:

The New Deal had created a schizophrenic Democratic party; on the one hand,
a northern urban wing, backed by organised labour, lower-income visitors and
blacks, pushed for liberal reforms; on the other, a Conservative southern wing,
entrenched in Congress in alliance with Republicans, was determined to block
any advance of the New Deal along urban liberal lines.*

On this basis the Democratic party, from the lowest ward to the White House, attempted
to integrate the majority into political life through an expansive state programme (in a
manner somewhat resembling that of the Progressive Era™).

This was a considerable compromise, as the explicit elitism characteristic of the
Coolidge and Harding administrations (and of coeval congressional and gubernatorial
regimes) produced such monstrosities as the Johnson-Reed National Origins Act of
1924. Although much of the legislation remained intact, as a rhetorical strategy this
process of exclusion was modified in favour of consensus politics. Between the “first’
and ‘second’ New Deals, between business regulation and the open courting of a base of
popular support,55 the Roosevelt administration made connections with the disaffected.
The success of the New Deal rested on its combination of recovery measures with a
more inclusive relationship between state and citizenry. According to Milton Katz,
‘democratic liberalism, coming into power in the Great Depression, was fully alive to
the paramount importance of economic growth, productivity, and employment’.”®

*® See Betty H Winfield, FDR and News Media (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1990) and Richard
Lee Strout, “The President and the Press’ in Katie Loucheim (ed.), The Making of the New Deal: The
Insiders Speak (Cambridge Mass. : Harvard University Press, 1983).

3! Badger, The New Deal: The Depression Years, 1933-40 (London Macmillan, 1989), p.7.

52 Strout, “The President and the Press’, p.13.

>3 Anthony J. Badger, The New Deal, p. 246.

>* See Gabriel Kolko, The Triumph of Conservatism: A Reinterpretation of American History 1900-1916
(1963) (New York: Free Press, 1977), passim.

> Alonzo L. Hamby (ed.), The New Deal: Analysis and Interprefation (New York: Longman,1981), p.11.
36 Cited in Loucheim (ed.), The Making of the New Deal, p.2.
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To Roosevelt’s many opponents, this signified collectivism which was, in their opinion,
alien to the American way. Thus, former associate® Father Charles Coughlin, who had
opposed the Reconstruction Finance Corporation as “financial socialism’ and was also
the only man in America more frequently written to than the President,”® became
actively hostile to Roosevelt’s more comprehensive package of reforms. A similar
criticism came from Herbert Hoover, who alleged socialism and ‘profound departures
from Libercy’.59 Such voices became louder, but perhaps less influential, as the New
Deal progressed. They were especially opposed to welfare measures and the National
Recovery Administration’s regulation of industry, all of which were seen as
unconstitutional and outside of the remit of the federal government. The campaign
against the New Deal gathered momentum throughout the 1930s, outlawing planks of its
initial legislative package and, by 1937, establishing a stronghold in Congress from
which to undermine Roosevelt. Yet despite the momentum behind this campaign,
popular support for FDR’s administration remained solid.

Beneath these divergent trends remained the crisis of authority which helped to
precipitate the New Deal itself. The measures it pursued were designed to rescue the
economy as a whole, despite often conflicting with the interests of individual
enterprises. Thus, unemployment relief maintained a degree of vitality and discipline®
within the workforce, much to the chagrin of the enterprises which funded such
payments through higher taxation. Policies of this nature simultaneously restored and
undermined the relations of production, modifying the accumulation process while
unsettling the notion of the old order as being natural and permanent. This contradiction
is central to the opprobrium attached to the 1930s as a decade. The persistence of
economic crisis was magnified by the puritan moral order breaking down; the barbarism
in Europe that both preceded the “‘Roaring Twenties” and brought the 1930s to a close
also obstructed any durable restoration of traditional values and certainties.

Despite a growing backlash, itself predicated upon the recognition of this ‘moral
impasse’, the demolition of the New Deal would not be accomplished overnight. One
reason is that it was pivotal to rearmament for war. (Moreover, much of its centralised
administrative machinery was maintained throughout the Cold War years.) Its lasting
influence upon the ensemble of institutions which make up the federal government was
also reflected in the persistence of the Democratic majority as an electoral bloc, which
did not begin to unravel until the Eisenhower and Nixon administrations. All of these
factors intensified the anxieties afflicting the adherents of tradition. Yet the same
conditions also prompted new forms of cultural patronage, and provided new
opportunities for the intelligentsia. Moreover, such developments magnified the
traditionalists’ crisis of authority, while offering them themes around which to cohere

*7 Charles J. Tull, Father Coughlin and the New Deal (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1965),
pp. 30, 42.

% Ibid., p.12. William E. Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal 1932-1940 (New York:
Harper and Row, 1963), pp. 102-103.

% Herbert Hoover, “The Challenge to Liberty’ (1934); reprinted in Edwin C. Rozwenc (ed.), The New
Deal: Revolution or Evolution (Boston, Mass.: D.C. Heath, 1959), pp. 66-67.

% “The relief projects were, of course, in an important sense in direct contradiction to the free citizen.
Workers were dependent upon the political structure for employment’. Philip Abbott, 7he Exemplary
Presidency: Franklin D. Roosevell and the American Political Tradition (Amherst, Mass.: University of
Massachusetts Press, 1990}, p.80.
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themselves. We now concern ourselves with the place of cultural patronage in this
crisis. '
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Introduction to Section One - The Parameters of Federal Patronage

As was established previously, the central concerns of this study are patronage, the state
and the intelligentsia. We attempted to establish the mediations between such general
concepts and their specific, concrete forms in a particular historical period. None of the
categories are uncontroversial, and care has been taken to frame each as precisely as
possible. Thus patronage was defined as a combination of protection, material support
and subservience. Although borrowed from an essentially feudal model linking cultural
production and social power, the term is used as an approximation of the relationships
between culture and organisational frameworks (e.g. public authorities).” In introducing
the first section of this study, we attempt to address the relationship between the general
features of the New Deal state and its specific relationship to cultural patronage.

Given the place accorded to the state in this analysis, the reasons for using the term
patronage to decribe the processes behind New Deal art should be self-evident. Under
the New Deal, the government established national institutions that procured the labour
of a variety of cultural practitioners, while ensuring that their work conformed to the
stipulations of the procurers rather than the producers. Although in practice this process
was rather more complex - partly on account of the degree of autonomy given to artists
and writers - patronage remains an apt description of the relationship that developed
between art and the state during the decade after 1933.

Recognising this cannot replace the task of explaining it, however. Patronage is a useful
descriptive formulation, but it does little to unearth the dynamics that brought the state
into the cultural arena in the first place. In considering the concrete, historically specific
factors propelling state intervention in all its forms and contradictory manifestations, we
are confronted by the underlying imperative of crisis. The extent of social breakdown -
notably at the level of legitimation, as we saw in Chapter One - was a decisive
influence, but this requires demonstration, as opposed to mere assertion. One reason for
this is best expressed in a parallel concern of this study, that of 'the Thirties”, because
this received image of the 1930s can often inform secondary sources on arts policy.
Both the ubiquitous sense of crisis, and the interpretative framework that sought to
explain it away, require thorough interrogation in order to prevent them from misleading
a discussion of the patterns of arts patronage that they intersect. In short, federal arts
policy mediated the very tensions that it was primarily a product of, suggesting
relationships of continuity and change that stemmed from a wider, social totality and
were inflected through the specifics of cultural production.

The ravages of the slump led to unemployment for one fifth of the labour force. Its
impact was also mediated by the type of work that its victims were engaged in;
sharecropper farmers were affected more severely than public employees, and so forth.
For many of those in work, living standards even rose slightly. The onset of mass

! This formulation will be used more cautiously in the next section of the present study, as the interaction
between cultural practice and left-of-centre groupings diverges considerably from the arrangements that
characterised the lives of court playwrights and others in similar positions.

2 In introducing this study we used the term ‘the Thirties’ as shorthand for those ad hoc mythologies
which evade a serious discussion of the slump, fascism and war, also disassociating them from any
tendencies present in contemporary society.
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unemployment dramatised a wide range of problems, most vividly those of poverty and
potential for political instability. It seems to many, including those - like WPA director
Harry Hopkins - engaged in relief administration or social work, that more unalloyed
individualism offered nothing in the way of a solution to the slump. In some respects,
the slump also compounded a number of specific problems facing cultural workers.”
While considerations of what differentiated cultural production from other forms of
economic activity are important, these material factors should not distract us from some
of the broader cultural and interventionist sentiments which meant that there was also a
common emphasis among WPA administrators. They saw their projects and employees
as indicators of the moral worth of American society, expressed in its mechanisms for
dealing with economic depression. On balance, at an institutional level, federal arts
funding was part of a package of counter-crisis measures.

In analysing the implementation of such measures we can derive the form of the state
from the needs and movements of capital. The process of allocating society's labour,
and the products of that labour, occur spontaneously through the market and
independent of public authority. Indeed, the functioning of the market requires that
public authority be exercised independent of any one competitor, hence the formal
separation of the state and the market. If the institutions that comprise the state were to
take sides with any single enterprise it would endow the latter with an unfair advantage.
However, this does not prohibit the state from pursuing projects that facilitate the
collective goals of the different business interests in society. (This was often done
through state support for large scale industry®, creating the impression that the state
sided with big business.”) Public institutions are thus better-placed to finance the supply
of infrastructure, or offset the immiseration of an entire workforce, projects beyond the
scope of a single enterprise. In the process, an intellectual consequence of such
measures is some recognition of the market system's inability to operate unsupported, a
failure demonstrated through the necessity of large-scale government assistance.

At this level of abstraction, there is little in a general theory of the state to suggest why
such economic counter-crisis measures would necessitate the use of cultural production
as an appendage of public authority. This problem requires the consideration of such key-
mediations as the forms in which state activity was to present itself. On one hand there
is the official explanation of relief work, namely that it preserved extant skills and
talents. On the other, there were official techniques for navigating a political culture

3 For instance, the theatrical profession was suffering before the onset of slump in the late 1920s due in
part to competition from the movie industry. Likewise, older forms of popular entertainment, such as
circus and vaudeville, were also finding themselves superseded by cinema. The impact of recessionary
trends on the theatre industry were particularly salient on Broadway (considered to be the pinnacle of
national theatre), but their impact was devastating in the provincial towns of the Midwest (which were
starved of drama apart from the occasional visit from a touring troupe). The specificities of show business
as an industry - outside of Hollywood - intensified the effects of the slump for the cultural practitioners
employed therein.

4 paul Mattick, Marx and Keynes: The Limits of the Mixed Economy (London: Merlin, 1969), p.117. In
part, this perception informed the studies written in the late 1960s that emphasised the conservative
character of the New Deal. E.g. see ‘The Conservative Achivements of Liberal Reform’, in Barton J.
Bernstein (ed.) Towards a New Past (New York: Vintage, 1969).

3 For instance, in so far as the CPUSA had a theory of the state, it vacillated between predicting incipient
fascism and presenting the state as the ‘tool of big business’. See Anders Stephenson, ‘The CPUSA
Conception of the Rooseveltian State, 1933-1939’, Radical History Review 24, Fall 1980, pp. 161-176.
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inhospitable to 'big government'. New Deal work relief for white collar workers
attempted to avoid a number of pitfalls, notably the deskilling and demoralisation
accompanying the ditch-digging and snow clearance that too often characterised WPA
schemes. Its bureaucratic procedures meant that WPA Federal One frequently refused to
conform to conventional theatrical expectations, and similar patterns appeared on other
government relief programmes. In turn, this brought a number of other controversies to
the fore. In Federal One’s final years, it became the target of a number of attacks, made
by those who alleged tax-funded largesse in Washington, often supplemented by
outright anticommunism. Little wonder that Hopkins anticipated Federal Theater’s
Hallie Flanagan handling government money while hearing 'the cries of the those who
believed it should never have been spent'.®

Thus, federal patronage was controversial with the opponents of ‘excessive’ government
expenditure, but others considered it a necessary and humane response to the
Depression. In the process it exposed important faultlines in the emerging situation.

For instance, the fact that few anticipated that Federal Theater would prove so
controversial is visible in the discussion surrounding its inception. As with all of the
WPA art projects, the slump provided the main impetus behind the FTP. April 8, 1935,
saw a joint resolution in Congress to commit $4 billion for relief, including
$300,000,000 for clerical and professional occupations. Numerous commentators
shared journalist Martha Gellhorn's sentiments that it was ‘one of the administration's
most successful experiments’. It was considered to be ‘very likely the largest theatrical
enterprise in the world’, if not ‘the largest’. :

In keeping with the government-directed expenditure that characterised the New Deal,
the emphasis of this particular branch of the WPA was on preserving skills through
relief work, as opposed to the 'pump-priming’ economics that characterised Keynesian
experiments in other countries. It was not direct relief or 'dole’ but a means of
organising those professionals already in receipt of relief.® On this basis, the dynamics
of Federal One overlapped with the uncertainties of the 1920s, which bequeathed upon !
sections of the establishment an acute sensitivity to crisis. This sensitivity was !
heightened and superseded by economic collapse itself, leading in turn led to a raft of
measures designed to put the unemployed back to work. New Deal economic policies
made receipt of relief dependent upon enlisting with a government agency. It could be
argued that this was to the benefit of the economy as a whole, as it sustained sections of -
the workforce and imposed a degree of discipline in a fashion beyond the means of any
individual enterprise. Workers’ activities in such institutions assumed concrete forms;
they were largely involved in work which would not compete with the private sector.
However, while the slump necessitated a degree of state intervention, the structural basis

® Hallie Flanagan, Arena: The History of the Federal Theater (1940) (New York: Benjamin Bloom, 1965
ed.), p.24.

" Irving Kolodin, ‘Footlights, Federal Style: The Astonishing Story of Federal Theater’, Harpers,
November 1936, p.621.

¥ For instance, approximately 90% of FTP expenditure went on such ‘wages’. Its successes against
unemployment are visible in Federal Theater's returning some 10,700 otherwise ruined performers to their
professions during its first six months. Between February 1936 and June 1937, it appeared before an
estimated audience of 25 million, 87% of who paid no admission charges. While not the first experiment
of its kind - Hopkins' Civil Works Administration in New York had previously employed a number of
circus and vaudeville performers - it was unique in both its scale and diversity. In Hopkins's famous
phrase, it was to be a 'free, adult, uncensored theatre' (Flanagan, Arena, p.28). -
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of which was established by the supposedly laissez faire Hoover administration, it did
not necessarily follow that this would entail state cultural patronage.

Cultural practitioners occupied an unusual place in relief expenditure since, compared to
those involved in ditch-digging, forestry and other primitive infrastructural concerns,
they were relatively specialised. Like other professionals they experienced the
contraction of the fields they worked in; publishing was hard hit, and arts patronage was
in a state of collapse. However, the WPA and other federal agencies were able to
devote resources to such concerns without undermining what remained of the parallel
private sector. Although the New Deal state was ultimately accountable to market
forces, the rhythms of the latter were temporarily violated by the regulatory mechanisms
which the Democrats expanded upon, inheriting them from the Hoover administration.
In turn, this allowed for policy and types of employment to be discussed in language far
removed from profit and loss. Instead of judging success in terms of efficiency and a
balance budget, as favoured by Hoover, 'socially useful' activities were put at a
premium. In form, unemployment policy was being guided by non-economic
imperatives. At the level of arts patronage, the standards of an earlier generation were
called into question.

Critical acclaim was no longer a function of the gallery and museum, underpinned by
the arts market; with the collapse of the latter, state intervention displaced many of the
accompanying institutional power centres. In comparison, the publishing industry had
suffered only a relative decline. Nevertheless, despite the differential impact of the
slump upon art, writing, literature and music, the standard of social utility was
universally applicable. Within limits, it allowed state activity to sidestep the charge of
competing with private industry. Thus the foundation was laid for Federal One to orient
its production towards educational goals. Such objectives suggested the scope for an
official cultural practice to play a role in the socialisation of US citizens. We explore
the different aspects of this theme throughout section one even though, at the level of
institutional continuity, it proved one of the more emphemeral aspects of federal cultural
policy. In sum, the opening section of this study concerns the role of culture in
mobilising and reproducing the state formation.

Discourses concerning state funding of the arts were linked inextricably to the question
of state power. The theoretical approach for discussing the state that is adopted in this
study takes it as given that state form is derived from the needs of capital in general,
making the state into the executive instrument of the dominant minority. On this basis,
the New Deal can be seen as a package of counter-crisis measures thrown up in response
to the Depression. Prior to the Popular Front, this was a common perception across the
left, albeit one asserted rather than explained. This formulation is potentially
problematic on two counts: firstly, it could suggest that the state is a mere
‘epiphenomenon’, a surface reflection of underlying economic trends. We took issue
with this conception earlier, by rejecting a crudely reductionist base/superstructure
model of the relationship between the state and civil society. The problem with such a
model lay not necessarily in its conclusions, but in its means of arriving at them, which
left it open to confusion if the coercive orientation of the state was modified.

Secondly, New Deal measures often entailed the violation of the ‘free market’,
disrupting the operations of individual enterprises, which would seem to contradict the
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notion that the state somehow served the interests of ‘capital in general’. Such’
intervention generated a variety of hostile responses from employers, frequently
organised in the National Association of Manufacturers, who lobbied Congress to
prevent the further encroachment of government on business. Rhetorically, Roosevelt 3
responded to these pressures by championing the ‘forgotten man’ against these i
‘economic royalists’ who, it was alleged, sought to further their sectional interests by }
hampering the administration’s programme. While this approach was a component part
of a strategy of building up a base of support for the New Deal, it was also indicative of
another state function: the ability to generate social cohesion.

Our study has already alluded to the contradictory character of this capacity.
Historically, states seldom relinquish their capacity to enforce stability through coercive
means.. This description applies as much to the New Deal state as to any other, under
which both the FBI and, slightly later, military expenditure, grew exponentially.
However, coercion alone provides a limited basis on which to manage a modern society;
even fascism - which itself was touted as an alternative to economic crisis - drew upon a
base of support from the disenchanted lower middle classes. As our own engagement
with Habermas attempted to demonstrate, securing hegemony was a contradictory
process. By welding together a coalition in support of government objectives, the New
Deal more or less successfully integrated the majority into political life.” In later
chapters we suggest that, at the level of elite confidence and self-esteem, this process
caused almost as many problems as it solved.

Here our concern is with the way that New Deal arts patronage was used to offset the
acute sense of crisis that pervaded the 1930s. To do so, we return to the work of
Antonio Gramsci, whose concept of the ‘national-popular’ is useful in this respect. In
terms of our study’s overall trajectory, this represents a move away from looking at
federal arts patronage as unemployment relief (i.e. as providing a rather dubious service
to ‘capital in general’, within the context of the wholly necessary provision of some
form of ‘dole’). Instead, we assess the ‘national-popular’ character of the federal art, in
an attempt to theorise its place in a broader legitimation crisis. This theme is developed
at length in Chapter Three, but we outline below the concept.of the national-popular.

Although both the Public Works of Art Project and WPA Federal One were primarily
concerned with with unemployment relief, they also performed particular functions for
the Roosevelt administration. As later chapters explain, this involved an attempt to
construct ‘American culture’ from scratch, in the process both crystallising the
administration’s approach and forcing it to confront existing traditions and values.
Gramsci’s national-popular provides a useful framework with which to conceptualise
this core function of federal arts patronage. In particular, it allows us to identify the
connections between social processes and different sections of society. In language
designed to evade the prison censor, Gramsci presented the national-popular as a
cultural concept relating to the position of the masses within national culture. On this
basis, the national-popular represented an ‘historic bloc’ of national and popular
aspirations. In part, the need to theorise such a bloc was grounded in the weaknesses of

® By an irony of history, this followed the nativism of the 1920s with which successive administrations
cohered ‘Old Stock” Americans against ... the majority. See S.J. Mennell, ‘Prohibition: A Sociological
View’, Journal of American Studies, Vol. 39, 1969.
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the Italian state, where the incomplete character of bourgeois rule - an incoherent
national economy, underdeveloped democracy, the domination of the church - also
retarded the development of ‘the national-popular collective will toward the realisation
of a superior, total form of modern civilisation’ (Gramsci’s euphemism for
communism). The role of intellectuals, especially the Modern Prince (revolutionary
party), was to mediate and direct the formation of such a bloc.”

Although the theory originated in the specificities of Italian historical development,
Gramsci also deployed it in discussions of France and Russia. This would suggest a
more general applicability, although the different conditions prevalent in the United
States should caution us against the imprecise use of the category. Gramsci himself
began to explore some of these considerations, notably in the essay ‘Americanism and
Fordism’. The present study attempts to navigate the tensions between these two
elements; on the one hand, we assess the extent to which the New Deal was an attempt
to construct a “national-popular’ bloc, albeit one very different from that envisaged by
Gramsci. On the other, we engage with the specificities of American culture, especially
its interaction with the worldwide experience of crisis in the 1930s.

In form, the New Deal appeared to combine ‘national’ and ‘popular’ aspirations. It
consisted largely of measures to facilitate national economic recovery, and it
championed ‘the people’ and the ‘forgotten man’ in its attendant political discourses.
However, neither of these activities should be included in a Gramscian framework
without first introducing several important qualifying factors to our argument. In terms
of national aspirations, patterns of development in Italy and the United States diverged
substantially. In effect, the question of national integrity in the latter was resolved by
the Civil War, which shifted the idea of the United States from a plural to a singular
concept. This process was further consolidated by the closing of the Frontier and the
state intervention of the Progressive Era. At the level of ideology, each such shift was
important in codifying what it meant to be an American. (In contrast to Italy, America’s
‘national question’ was largely resolved, at least in terms of the state and national
economy.) However, uncertainties persisted: American culture was seen as inferior to
that of Europe, even by self-styled US ‘organic intellectuals’; likewise, the hegemonic -~
elite was acutely sensitive to perceived threats to-social stability.

This process also exercised a constituitive influence on ‘popular’ aspirations. While
space does not permit a more detailed discussion of ‘American Exceptionalism’, several
explanatory points are appropriate. Thus, the effects of the absence of a feudal order in
American history were not confined to the lack of ‘traditional intellectuals’ discussed
above. It also meant that the popular mobilisations based on democratic demands that
overshadowed Europe between 1789 and 1848 were not reproduced in America, where

workers were said to have received the ‘free gift of the ballot’.” Numerous historians

10 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from Prison Notebooks (Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowel Smith, eds.)
(London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1971), pp.421n, 133-33, 421. This anthology also includes ‘Americanism
and Fordism’, cited below.

' Michael Kazan, ‘The Agony and Romance of the American Left’, American Historical Review Vol.
100: 5, December 1995, pp.1488-1512. See Alexander Keysar, ‘The Free Gift of the Ballot?’, Paper
Presented at the Fifteenth Annual North American Labor History Conference, Wayne State University,
Detroit, MI; October 1993. Keysar posited a conflict between formal democracy in the US and a wide
range of political realities that discouraged or actively prevented electoral participation. .
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have argued that this undermined the emergence of class politics of the sort that
prevailed in Europe. Likewise, the abundance of land and other resources also blunted
the collectivising impact of industrialisation. Whereas much of the European working
class was concetrated in the same factories and neighbourhoods, American artisans and
labourers would often disperse to new settlements and other forms of employment, in
turn replaced by successive waves of immigration. Given that the complex inter-play of
economics, ideology and class formation would merit a separate study in its own right,
this excursus has hopefully served to remind us that interpellating the ‘national-popular’
in the United States addresses a constituency far removed from that conceptualised by
Gramsci on the basis of Italian history. Even this brief synopsis suggests that both the
‘national’ and ‘popular’ components of Gramsci’s formulation would express a radically
different content in Europe and America.

However, we would maintain that it remains an appropriate means with which to
interrogate New Deal cultural patronage. First, although Gramsci’s observations were
based largely on the strategic problems facing Italian revolutionaries, he considered it
appropriate to extend them to discussions of France and Russia. This would suggest
their broader applicability from within his totalising ‘philosophy of praxis’; moreover,
Gramsci’s methodology permits a move from the specific to the general, in a manner
consistent with classical Marxism. Secondly, if we reconsider the emphasis placed upon
the intellectuals acting as mediators in the formation of the national-popular as a
distinctive historic bloc, it appears that this process is not necessarily confined to the
organic intellectuals of subaltern classes (i.e. the Modern Prince). Our point of
departure here is the concept of the organic intellectual. As readers will recall, whereas
traditional intellectuals were nurtured in the feudal order and subsequently integrated
into modern society, organic intellectuals developed under capitalism and performed the
role of connecting the manifold aspects of that society together." If working class
organic intellectuals can play a mediating role in constructing the national-popular, as
Gramsci argues, what is to prevent state functionaries from performing a similar task? -
Hence the main argument of Chapter Three: working with the raw materials at hand,
federal arts administrators projected a new conception of the relationship between the
people and the nation state. :

In Chapter One we present the New Deal as a broad strategy on the part of the state to
steer society through a period of intense crisis. At this level, it can be seen as a
hegemonic project, involving the interpellation and organisation of different ‘class
relevant’ forces under the leadership of one class or class fraction. As state theorist Bob
Jessop reminds us, discussions of this nature point to ‘the development of a hegemonic
project which successfully links the realisation of certain particular interests of
subordinate social forces to the pursuit of a “national-popular” programme which
favours the long term interests of the hegemonic force’.” This observation reflects a
problem general to capitalist states in the inter-war period, namely maintaining the
domination of capital and legitimating the state itself. (Fascism and social democracy
also represented distinct attempts to deal with this problem.) In part, the nativist legacy
of the 1920s shaped the expansive form of the New Deal state: while contributing to the

12 For Gramsci, the key to social transformation was the creation of organic intellectuals of the working

class. See Prison Notebooks, p.9. )
13 Jessop, State Theory: Putting Capitalist States in their Place (Cambridge: Polity, 1990), pp.207-209.
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long-term survival of capital, the state also cohered a base of support for itself far larger
than any particular sectional interest. Those excluded during the first two decades of °
this century went on to form a substantial part of the Roosevelt administration’s
electoral base, while a handful of their leading representatives were temporarily
integrated into the state, mainly under the National Labor Relations Act (1935)."* As we
see later, the development of New Deal arts patronage proved inseparable from these
processes, albeit in a form also predicated upon the logic of cultural production as a
concrete human activity (as distinct from politics).

It may appear that this study presents a cultural variant on the ‘conservative strategies’
argument concerning the New Deal. Whereas the early New Deal historiography
pioneered by William E. Leuchtenberg and Arthur Schlesinger Jr. lauded Roosevelt as
an innovative leader,"” later critics stressed the ability of ‘liberal’ policies to produce
‘conservative’ results. Barton J. Bernstein, for instance, expressed the sense of
disappointment - widespread among intellectuals - that racial and social inequality had
remained largely intact despite the Roosevelt administration’s reforms.’® Others, further
to the left, saw the New Deal as essentially an exercise in containment, savmg
capitalism from itself’ while undermining a militant working working class.”” While all
of these explanations are credible, they share a tendency to over-emphasise one or other
aspect of overall process. Thus, it was both innovative and conservative to embroil the
state in the affairs of individual enterprises, in that such intervention both violated the
autonomy of the firm while initiating a degree of rationalisation conducive to a future
round of accumulation. (This helps to explain the paradox of a ‘mixed economy’
consensus emerging amid widespread disputes over the growth of state power.) It was
also innovative and conservative to foreground a discussion of national culture that was
predicated on state expenditure.

At this point a brief outline of the institutions involved in federal cultural patronage is
necessary, in order to establish achronology and differentiate the various projects.
Federal patronage dates back to 1846, when Congress created the Smithsonian
Institution. In this period the predominant sources of patronage were private
foundations, commercial institutions and the activities of the millionaire philanthropists
who came to the fore with the exponential development of US industry after the Civil
War. While a handful of local initiatives appeared, such as the Utah Art Institute
(1899), there was little cultural activity on the part of government institutions until
Theodore Roosevelt appointed a thirty-member Council of Fine Arts in 1909. The
following year, President Taft signed an executive order establishing the National
Commission on Fine Arts; we examine the relationship of this institution to the New
Deal in Chapter Two. The tangled web of connections that constituted US government
support for arts is described can be schematised as follows:

¥ Rhonda K. Levine, Class Struggle and the New Deal: Industrial Labor, Industrial Capital and the State
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1988), pp. 135-136; 148,

15 Leuchtenberg, Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal: 1932-1940 (New York: Harper & Row, 1963);
Schlesinger Jr. The Age of Roosevelt Volume 2: The Coming of the New Deal (Boston, Mass.: Houghton
Mifflin, 1958).

16 Bernstein, ‘Conservative Achivements of Liberal Reform’, passim.

"E. ¢. Ronald Radosh, ‘The Myth of the New Deal’, in Radosh and Murray N. Rothbard (eds ), A New
sttory of Leviathan (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1972).
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1933 - The Civil Works Administration grants Treasury funds to the Public Works of
Art Project (PWAP). Over $1 million in funds was allocated to 3600 artists; the
programme ended in March 1934. CWA assistance was also made available to theatre
and music projects.

-—-1934 - Artists are assigned-to decorate federal buildings under the Treasury
Department’s Relief Art Project (TRAP).

1935 - The Works Progress Administration establishes Federal Project Number One,
(a.k.a. Federal One) which consisted of five programmes: arts, writing, theatre, music
and historical records.

1937 - The US government accepts the Mellon Collection as a gift, forming the the basis
of the National Gallery of Art collection.

1939 - The 1939 Emergency Relief Act abolished the Federal Theater Project and
transferred other Federal One programmes to the states.™®

Our study focuses primarily on Federal One, as the government department most
directly linked to the official counter-crisis strategy, especially its art, writing, and
theatre programmes. We also acknowledge that the Public Works of Art Project is
significant here, in that attempts to use this institution to provide unemployment relief
for artists substantially foreshadowed the experience of Federal One. Taken together, as
we see in the following three chapters, three themes that are pivotal to a discussion of
culture and crisis arise. First there is the question of cultural tradition, embodied in the

Commission of Fine Arts, with which Roosevelt collided on a number of occasions. We

argue that this conflict served sharply to demarcate New Deal arts patronage from what
had gone before. In short, the Commission’s ‘traditional’ intellectuals represented a
barrier to innovative cultural production. Secondly, we consider the way that the
President's attempts to define what he stood for in the aesthetic sphere led him in the
direction of attempting to construct something akin to Gramsci's formulation the
'national-popular’, albeit built from the top down. In the final chapter of this section, we
assess the extent to which Federal One can be located in the context of the broader
'documentary impulse' said to characterise the 1930s.

- '® Adapted from Dick Netzer, The Subsidised Muse: Public Support for the Arts in the United States
(1978) (Aldershot: Gregg Revivals, 1993 edition), pp. 205-206.
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Chapter 2 - State Arts Patronage and the Quest for Tradition

In introducing this study, we recalled Antonio Gramsci’s distinction between
‘traditional’ and ‘organic’ intellectuals. Whereas the former developed within pre-
capitalist societies as a relatively homogenous group, defined above all by their
dependence upon an established ruling elite, ‘organic’ intellectuals developed within
modern society, performing the functions connecting aspects of capitalism as a social
totality. Gramsci’s concept cannot transfer to an American context in an entirely
unproblematic fashion since, whereas feudal Europe’s theologians and court poets could
be said to embody the traits associated with traditional intellectuals, no directly
analogous figures appeared on the American scene. Instead, organic intellectuals
performed a number of diverse social functions, from mayors to high school teachers;
such roles were necessary for running a country in part characterised by the
decentralised form of its public institutions. The New England ‘Brahmins’ occupying
the centre of the charmed circle formed by WASP domination tended to pass themselves
of as traditional intellectuals, emphasising - or feigning - continuity between themselves
and European high culture. (Even today, one can point to US intellectuals who appear
more ‘traditional’ than their European counterparts, as demonstrated by their vexed
interventions in the debate over the Canon, and the related issue of ‘Western
Civilisation’.) In short, we argue that US ‘traditional intellectuals’ should be seen as
new wine in old bottles, a historically specific social group preoccupied with appearing
timeless.

Such themes pertain to this chapter as an important influence in our unfolding narrative.
As was suggested previously, the state was an important resource to those seeking to
compensate for a nationwide decline in political cohesion. It provided a basis from
which to attempt to reintegrate the majority into a political system that had previously
neglected them. It also strengthened the capacity of various administrations to ‘steer’
society after the onset of recessionary trends after 1927, intensified by the slump in
1929. As we argue in later chapters, federal arts patronage was aligned to these goals,
although in ways more complex than the unmediated deployment of propaganda.
However, in order to arrive at this perspective, arts administrators (‘organic
intellectuals’) had to contend with the influence of self-styled ‘traditional intellectuals’,
albeit ones paradoxically developed within the capitalist state itself. Hence the focus of
this chapter, which considers the struggles between the Roosevelt administration and the
Commission of Fine Arts. The significance of this particular controversy, as conducted
over questions of policy and aesthetics, is that it provided a focus against which federal
cultural patronage came to define itself. :

As our previous chapter suggests, the dislocation caused by the pressures of the inter-
war years generated an acute sensitivity to social breakdown. We argue below that this
resulted in the demand for tradition. If the crisis-ridden character of the 1919-1941
period is self-evident today, we can also acknowledge the impact of similar historical

- forces upon the forms of cultural patronage generated by the New Deal. Indeed, the
patterns of arts funding catalysed by Franklin D. Roosevelt in response to the
Depression illuminate the broader relationships between cultural institutions and their
age. At the same time, the web of connections between such bodies and particular
historical moments can often obscure their specific character. One expression of these
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trends, for instance, was a number of attempts to ensure that government-funded arts
suggested the health and longevity, or the traditional status, of US public institutions.

The wide-ranging character of such discourses begins to explain our focus on the
Commission of Fine Arts, which suffered a decline in stature under the New Deal. Its
diminishing influence threw into sharp relief some of the tensions which resulted from a
major shift in state intervention in the arts. Moreover, such discourses are themselves
pregnant with the question of political legitimacy. Hence, a common assumption of the
Commission and its modernising New Deal antagonists: both thought that they could
derive authority from claiming the mantle of tradition. Writing about the Federal Art
Project, Holger Cahill declared that the prerequisite for art was ‘the stored up
environment of the past’." As we see below, this was a sentiment shared by the
Commission.

The category tradition refers to a ‘semi-conscious process of selective remembering and
forgettmg which ‘means in practice a demand to alter the conduct of contemporary
society’.” However, this immediately begs the question as to why a demand for such
tradition exists. Whilst the contestants in this debate differed as to when precisely
“‘modernity’ nullifies artistic value, they agreed on the importance of heritage - in
whatever form - as an indicator of the worth of cultural production in its particular
forms. We can locate this demand in the broader crisis of cultural authority which
prevailed during the inter-war period. Trends associated with crisis impacted upon the
changing strategies of federal arts patronage. As we discuss below, institutions such as
PWAP and Federal One consciously promoted discussion about national artistic
traditions, within which the nation as a whole could participate, both as consumers and
as subject matter. However, it is perhaps in relation to an older, pre-crisis state-cultural
formation that the public, Presidentially-endorsed criteria for good art becomes clear.

In dealing with President Roosevelt's directives to the art world, both formal and
informal, it is important to consider the politics of art. Logically, this implies an
investigation of the relationship between artistic production and external political life.
However, this does not preclude any assessment of the internal politics of art, i.e. 'the
specific historical conditions of the production of art; the social relations within which
that production is carried out; the functions of art critics, audiences, the institutional
structures (museums, galleries), and the patrons and purchasers of art'®> As we shall see,
the interaction of New Deal agencies with the then-threatened art world was informed
by such aesthetic considerations, in addition to the interventionist policies and pump-
priming economic objectives discussed above.

The Commission of Fine Arts was established by Congress in 1910. This initiative
followed the failure of the '‘Council of Fine Arts', appointed the previous year by
Theodore Roosevelt. It consisted of some thirty artists and ceased to exist after one

! Holger Cahill, ‘Foreword: American Resources in the Arts’, in Francis V. O’Connor (ed.) Art for the
Millions: Essays from the 1930s by Artists and Administrators of the WPA Federal Arts Project

- (Greenwich, CN.:New York Grahic Society, 1973), p.34.

% Frank Furedi, Mythical Past Elusive Future: History and Society in an Anxious Age (London: Pluto,
1992), p.61.

3 Marx W. Wartofsky, ‘The Politics of Art: The Domination of Style and the Crisis in Contemporary Art’,
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 51:2, Spring 1993, p.221.
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meeting. During this short period it proved a source of tension between the executive
and legislative branches of government.” The Council's successor had a far closer
relationship with Congress than with the White House, which in part explains its
objections to the innovative sources of arts patronage which accompanied the New
Deal. Franklin D. Roosevelt's conciliatory gestures towards this body, coupled with a -
number of attempts to moderate its influence, allow the historian an inkling of the
official aesthetic visions deemed appropriate for the Democratic Majority.

The Commission's advisory status brought it into close proximity to the nation state. It
was chaired by Charles Moore, a doctor of the arts awarded an honorary degree at
Harvard University. Moore himself was praised as ‘a citizen who laboured
unremittingly for the orderly development of our national capital’.> This assessment
reflected the Commission's responsibilities, allowing it to decide whether coins, public
buildings, monuments, and official emblems were of sufficient artistic quality.
Presidents Taft, Wilson and Harding all used executive orders to call in Commission
advice on a wide range of artefacts produced under government auspices, most notably
in relation to the architecture of the District of Columbia. Committee members
themselves were drawn from a number of creative disciplines, significantly architecture
and the fine arts. They were presidential appointees for a four year term, with a realistic
possibility of renewing each appointment. Upon retirement, a member joined the
Commission Alumni, 'whose counsel is available when decisions of high importance are
to be made and policies to be decided upon’.®

Administrators Interpret the President's Aesthetics

Friction between the President and the Commission developed almost immediately.
Moore wrote to Roosevelt in April 1933 stressing the need for the Commission to 'retain
its status as an independent advisory body’.” The growing perception that the New Deal -
meant an unparalleled extension of federal power prompted Committee members to '
seek assurance that their position of influence was secure. They became increasingly
aware that figures in the Roosevelt administration had begun to consider the demands of
Edward Bruce and George Biddle for new forms of arts policy. In part, such demands
were encouraged by the hidebound outlook of the Committee, which according to
Richard McKinzie 'saw art as noble and scholarly, and, if it were good, slightly

mystical’, opposing ‘all that smacked of the twentieth century, and a good part of that
which belonged to the nineteenth’.®

* See “Thirtieth Anniversary Meeting of the National Commission of Fine Arts’, Report of 17 May 1940
Meeting, p.4; Commission of Fine Arts Box, Official Files 187; Commission of Fine Arts 1933-38 file,
Franklin D. Roosevelt Library, Hyde Park, New York. Future references to this and other collections
appear by collection type, number and file name, followed by location e.g. OF 187, FDRL.

5 See press cutting attached, M.H. MclIntyre to Mrs. F.E. Farrington, 2 July 1937; OF 187, Commission of
Fine Arts 1933-38, FDRL. ' i

8 Franklin D. Roosevelt to John Mead Howells, 22 January 1937; OF 187, Commission of Fine Arts 1933-
38 file, FDRL.

7 Charles Moore to Franklin D. Roosevelt, 3 April 1933; OF 187, Commission of Fine Arts 1933-38,
FDRL.

8 Richard D. McKinzie, A New Deal for Artists (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973), pp. 6-7.
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This assessment of the Commission underlines its opposition to 'modernism' on
principle. Given its close links with the authorities, its advisory status did not bode well
for artistic innovation. Indeed when in July 1933 Roosevelt sent Biddle a copy of the
latest Cormmssmn report, he opined that it 'did not sound very promising for mural
paintings’.” Within three days Moore had contacted the President, quoting Eugene
Savage's 1nterpretatlon of these remarks and requesting that the President clarify his
views on such matters.'® Moore’s sensitivities reflected his traditionalist and romantic
view of cultural production, perhaps best expressed in his description of a piece of work
by an architect which was evolved ‘from his inner consciousness to fit the space in the
drawing’. 1

Given such conditions, Bruce was quick to explore alternatives to art's conventional
relations with officialdom, as mediated through the Commission. After an intensive
period of lobbying, most notably within the Department of Justice, he staged one of a
number of 'working dinners' in October 1933. From here he expounded his vision of a
new arts policy for America to the assembled dignitaries. Among those present was the
Assistant Secretary to the Treasury, Lawrence Robert, who recommended that Bruce
'ignore the Commission of Fine Arts and place mural decorations in public buildings if
he had a sponsoring committee representing "a sufficient variety of art interests so that
he would be protected in acting on their advice".!? Finding new sources of patronage
allowed Bruce and his fellow administrators to bypass the Commission as a source of
legitimation. This process also established new channels of communication between
artists and Roosevelt, while undermining the Commission's cultural authority.

A factor further diminishing the Commission's significance was the combination of
Bruce with George Biddle in overseeing relations between Washington and arts funding
bodies. In an astute tactical move, Commission chair Charles Moore was incorporated
into the advisory committee appointed to oversee the Public Works of Art Project. An
appendage of the Treasury Department, funded by the Public Works Administration and .
administered by the Civil Works Administration, executive power in PWAP was
invested in Bruce. De facto, the Commission lost its monopoly on setting aesthetic
standards. The Commission-appointed PWAP advisors were rendered toothless by
Bruce's position of strength.

With the preliminary signs of the Commission's declining influence, a number of its
critics began raising their complaints with Roosevelt directly. Primarily such criticisms
concerned personnel and aesthetic matters. Both types of complaint expressed
discomfort with the Commission's conservative anti-modernism. For instance, the
architect Rossell Edward Mitchell felt Moore, a former art gallery director, was an
inappropriate chair, given that 'about 95% of the time of the Commission is-taken up
with buildings’. He went on to claim that 'many deplorable things, architecturally,
would not1 glave passed, especially if a trained and learned man had been on the job all
the time’.

? Ibid., p.6.

19 Moore to Roosevelt, July 31, 1937; OF 187, Commission of Fine Arts 1933-38 file, FDRL.

1 Moore to Roosevelt, June 10, 1941; PPF 6416, FDRL.

12 McKinzie, A New Deal for Artists, p.8.

13 Mitchell to Roosevelt, 21 December 1933; OF 187, Commission of Fine Arts 1933 38 file, FDRL.
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Mitchell's letter expresses the breakdown of the Commission's professional division of
labour. Its perceived administrative failures could also fuel allegations of aesthetic
incoherence. Thus, while Mitchell claimed that 'there can be little objection ... to
designing these great structures in the very ancient styles of Greece and Rome' he also
complained of 'such monstrosities as the Washington auditorium'. Corrective action
was needed so that 'the "Approval of the Fine Arts Commission" would not continue to
bring forth regretful smiles from those who know what is going on’."* Mitchell's
grievances show in microcosm that which an increasingly significant section of the art
world felt to be a problem with the Commission.

Other complainants attempted to draw the President's attention to its irrelevance to
contemporary life. Count Rudolphe de Zapp of the White House Press Room suggested -
a drive to Americanise public buildings, 'and to eliminate those Greek and Roman
decorative schemes which have absolutely no connection with the American
mentality’."”” This growing emphasis on innovation was a source of growing
discomfiture to the traditionalists.

For two years the Commission attempted to play an obstructive role in relation to
modernist initiatives. This led to constant friction with the Section of Fine Arts, which
was regarded as more credible artistically than any of the arts projects concerned
primarily with unemployment relief. Thus, in addition to Bruce's difficulties with the
Treasury bureaucracy, the Commission 'seemed determined to thwart any but the most
formal and traditional art in Washington’.'® However, by this time Bruce was securely
ensconced amid 'first rank New-Dealers', having far greater influence in the government

than his conservative antagonists, which he further extended through frantic lobbying.

Roosevelt's contribution to this debate was as a conciliator, treating the art institutions
on their own merits and standing aloof from controversies over aesthetic issues. Hence,
in congratulating Commission retiree John Mead Howells, the President paid tribute to :
his 'ability and wide experience as an architect, and [his] knowledge of the history and
traditions of American architecture...the great tradition established by Washington and
Jefferson for the National Capital’.l7 Sculptor and Commission member Lee Laurie was
also acknowledged, for providing advice that was 'helpful and inspiring to the artists,
stimulating them to do their very best work for the Government. In this way you have

served your country and at the same time have advanced the cause of the fine arts’ 18

Moreover, presidential relations with the Commission appeared smooth in public, and
its counsel was sought on a number of occasions. For instance, when New York artists
Louise H. Orchard contacted Eleanor Roosevelt for comments as to whether caricatures
of the latter and her spouse could be included in a mural, the matter was referred to the
Commission by Stephen Early, the White House press secretary.'® The previous year
saw Early making such decisions himself, over a request to produce a cartoon biography

 Ibid.

15 de Zapp to Roosevelt, 8 September 1934; OF 187, Commission of Fine Arts 1933-38 file, FDRL.

18 McKinzie, A New Deal for Artists, p.38. ’

17 Roosevelt to Howells, 22 January 1937, op cit.

18 Roosevelt to Lawrie, 22 January 1937; OF 187, Commission of Fine Arts 1933-38 file, FDRL.

19 See Louise Orchard to Eleanor Roosevelt, 17 October 1938; OF 187, Commission of Fine Arts 1933-38
file, and Reference 116-O, FDRL. The Commission ruled against the caricature.
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of FDR.? Taken together, this style of devolving responsibilities was symptomatic of
the Commission's changing status; while Roosevelt remained cordial towards it, many
of its traditional tasks were passing into other hands.

Indeed, the Commission's obsessive hostility towards modernism encouraged the federal
authorities to build up alternative institutions through which to seek counsel, most
notably within the Section and in the Treasury Relief Art Project, which was dubbed the
'Ritz' of the art projects by Time magazine. In May 1938 $40,000 was set aside for a
Section-sponsored competition to design a Smithsonian gallery of art. The Commission
supported a number of conservative architects opposed to Eliel and Eero Saarinen's
entry, 'gratuitously announcing that when the design was submitted to them that they
would reject it and any other which exhibited a "similar flavour of modernism".*!

Such judgements were consistent with an outlook that was self-consciously derived
from classical antiquity. However, this traditionalism was not the sole anti-modernist
and implicitly anti-European approach to American art. The development of Urban and
Rural regionalism since the 1920s had engendered diverse styles and practices 'only
unified by [a] phllosophy that all European modernistic art and all elitist art should be
rejected in favour of representational art which was easily accessible to the ordinary
American and which reflected the life style in the United States’.?* The inception of
Public Works of Art Project, most significantly in its support for mural painting, led to
the official embrace of these schools, helping to validate their claims to be authentically
American. Moreover, the institutional realignment behind this shift undermined and !
marginalised a number of Commission preoccupations. The growth of state-subsidised
realist art in the 1930s curtailed much of the normative influence of pre-industrial
cultural styles.

Little of this was to occur without conferring political advantages on the Roosevelt
administration. Following five years of haggling and controversy, the President i
confided in Frederic Delano that 'just for once I would like to put on the Commissiona |
100% New Deal Democrat ... I do not care whether the individual is a resident of the !
District of Columbia or not - but I do want someone who will not "lie down" or oppose

if we seek, in the future, to honour Monroe or Madison or Cleveland or Wilson’.”
Departmental reorganisation handed Roosevelt the opportunities he sought.

The Commission of Fine Arts had been subject to reorganisation before. In June 1933,
under Executive Order No. 6166, the administration of Commission expenditure was
delegated to the Department of the Interior. A number of administrative functions was
also consolidated in this department, including the bodies responsible for administering
the Capital, significantly the Public Buildings Commission. The responsibility for
disbursing was placed under Treasury control, as opposed to the 2200 commissions

2T, Scott to Stephen Early, 10 November 1936; Presidential Personal File 1 (PPF): 487 (Art and Artists),
FDRL. Initially the venture was acceptable to Early, within the boundaries of taste, decency and
partisanship.

2! McKinzie, A New Deal for Artists, p. 45,

22 Maria Caudill, 'Introduction’, in The American Scene: Urban and Rural Regionalists of the '30s and
'40s, Exhibition Programme, 1 April to 13 May 1976, University Gallery, University of Minnesota, p.6.

2 Roosevelt to Frederic A. Delano, 17 April 1939; OF 187, Commission of Fine Arts 1933-38 file,
FDRL. -
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previously responsible.24 Such centralisation increased Presidential leverage in matters
of cultural patronage. ‘

Further reorganisations of the executive branch occurred in the closing years of the

* 1930s. The Public Buildings Administration and the Section were both transplanted to
the new Federal Works Agency. Bruce's fears that this would render his own agency
obsolete seemed well-founded; it was now forced into cohabitation with another - the
WPA Federal Arts Project.25 In the same process the Section lost a number of its
influential friends and guardians, and wartime procurement threatened further its role as
an embellisher of government offices.

Temporarily, Roosevelt offset the Section's predicament, by making it part of the Public
Building Administration and guaranteeing that 1% of each building's cost be set aside
for decoration. Moreover, despite widespread concern about Bruce's health,? he was
appointed to replace Charles Moore as head of the Commission when the latter retired.
Moore was praised for 28 years of service.”’ This also represented Bruce's final triumph
over the Commission's inflexibility. )
Substantial changes were in motion. Bruce had secured the appointment in spite of 'his
opinion of several of the Fine Arts Commission [which meant that] undoubtedly there
would be an A-1 row if he were put on it'.® Accompanying Bruce's temporary
ascendancy in the Commission was an increased acceptance of his criteria for aesthetic
quality. Thus, in 1942 we find its members in a position of sympathy with Bruce,
attacking Archibald MacLeish's Office of Facts and Figures for producing graphic
propaganda based on 'cold mechanical airbrush competence'.” Bruce's triumph was to
prove brief, with his death in 1943 and the closure of the Section of Fine Arts virtually
coinciding. Moore maintained private contact with Roosevelt, but was regarded by the
President as a rather tiresome eccentric. This became apparent when one of Moore’s
garbled letters was forwarded to one of Roosevelt’s assistants, with the instruction ‘find
out what the old boy is talking about - I don’t know’.*°

Roosevelt's interventions in debates over aesthetics appear even-handed and non-
partisan. However, it is clear that he was quite prepared to work towards undermining
the orthodoxy of the Commission of Fine Arts through administrative means. Roosevelt
seldom intervened in artistic disputes himself; instead he experimented with appointees
and advisory bodies in a manner which ensured a shift away from the hidebound
traditions of the Commission and towards the latent national realist movements in
American art. Upon Moore’s death, Roosevelt commiserated with the former’s son
MacAllester by praising his Commission work as a ‘permanent memorial’.>!

24 See The Presidential Papers and Addresses of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Volume 2: The Year of
Crisis 1933 (New York: Random House, 1938), pp.223-228.

3 See Graham Barnfield, Addressing Estrangement: Federal Arts Patronage and National Identity Under
the New Deal (Sheffield: CMCRC Occasional Papers, 1993), p.20n.

26 See Delano to Roosevelt, 15 January 1940, OF 187; Memorandum, James Rowe Jr. to Roosevelt,
January 15, 1940, OF 187A; McKinzie, New Deal for Artists, p.50.

27 Memorandum, Roosevelt to Moore, December 7, 1938; PPF 6416.

28 James Rowe Jr. to Roosevelt, January 15, 1940; op. cit.

2 McKinzie, New Deal for Artists, p.50.
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Nevertheless, the populist orientation of New Deal cultural patronage had done much to
undercut Moore’s vision for the arts. '

The President's sympathy with such trends can be deduced from his public forays into
art criticism'. Here we move from the internal politics of art, based on its production
and its institutional relations, to an external expression, namely the position of art within
the emerging Democratic majority. In the public promotion of a government-funded
national art we see how such 'external’ politics operate, projecting a desire for both
national unity and a particular relationship between government and cultural
practitioner. Without ignoring the significance of these themes, the extent to which
such initiatives were a product of the Oval Office merits some investigation. If art, as
Alain Jouffroy said some three decades later, 'is the armchair in which the State sits for
its own pleasure’,”‘ we should examine why the head of State should choose to identify
armchair and occupant so closely. To this issue we now turn.

32 Cited in Richard Gilman, 'The Idea of the Avant-Garde', in Edith Kuriweil and William Phillips (eds.)
Writers and Politics: A Partisan Review Reader (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983), p.78.
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Chapter 3 - From Moral Impasse to Moral Imperatives: Federal Art
and National Identity

New Deal cultural patronage can be located in the interstices between crisis and
culture. It was a product of specific circumstances, primarily the crisis of
legitimation that accompanied the Depression and demanded a reorganisation of
society. So far, the present study has argued that this precipitated a novel response on
the part of the state, namely an accumulation strategy to ensure the overall survival of
the United States’ national capital. At the level of politics, the New Deal was a
hegemonic strategy predicated upon an expansive state, in which the populace were
integrated into political life. Arguably, the 1939-1945 war provided the basis for
curtailing this crisis; the New Deal, however, represented a co-ordinated attempt to
resolve what Arthur Schlesinger Jr. characterised as “the crisis of the old order’. In
the following chapter, we consider the role and place of culture - as conceptualised
by federal administrators - in this process.

As we saw previously, the cultural apparatus that the Roosevelt administration
inherited from its predecessors was wholly inadequate for the tasks it faced. A
coercive framework existed, concerned with censorship and regulation.' Many of
these responsibilities were devolved to individual states and other local units, such as
individual police departments; others, such as radio regulation and the F.B.1.’s so-
called “book reviews’,” were implemented under central control. A more obvious and
conventional form of arts patronage was conducted through the Commission of Fine
Arts, which vetted government-funded architecture and design. Its aesthetic outlook
was antiquarian, to say the least. Taken together, neither coercive ‘cultural policy’
nor the Commission’s archaic traditionalism provided an appropriate basis on which
to extend the New Deal’s hegemonic strategy into the cultural sphere. Given these
conditions, the forms of patronage that would occur under Roosevelt’s auspices
would need to be both innovative and commensurate with the New Deal as a political
project.

The following chapter attempts to chart this process. It considers the way that the
provision of unemployment relief for cultural practitioners was expanded to construct
a ‘national-popular’ discourse compatible with New Deal politics. As was argued in
the introduction to Section One of this study, the New Deal’s orientation embraced
both national and popular aspirations. Thus, in ‘national’ terms, it promised to assist
the “forgotten man’ by feeding the “one third of the nation’ that went hungry. In
practice, this meant rehabilitating members of the urban electoral bloc that helped to
put Roosevelt in the White House; this was also reflected in the rhetorical inclusion
of the poor within the “nation’ itself, unlike the President’s nativist predecessors. At
the level of the “popular’, New Deal politics were presented as a radical departure
from the recent past, mobilising the majority in defence of

! Louise M. Benjamin, ‘Defining the Public Interest and Protecting the Public Welfare in the 1920s:
parallels between radio and movie regulation’, Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, Vol.
12, No. 1 (1992); Robert McChesney, ‘Press-radio Relations and the Emergence of Network,
Commercial Broadcasting in the United States, 1930-1935°, in ibid., Vol. 11 No.1 (1991).

? See Franklin Folsom, ‘Notes on Writergate’, Monthly Review May 1995, passin.
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