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The Rise of Organized Labor

a. How did America’s labor unions expand to include both skilled and unskilled 
workers? How important to the growth of organized labor were the efforts of John L. 
Lewis and the creation of the CIO?

• With the creation of the CIO (Committee of Industrial Organizations), John L. Lewis 
and his followers would use the Wagner Act to collective bargaining to the auto and 
steel industries. Helped by a new organization, the UAW (United Auto Workers) who 
struck at General Motors (GM) and won major concessions, the CIO would grow in 
both membership and power even as the other major auto companies— Chrysler and 
Ford succumbed to their pressure. 

• The efforts of Lewis and these pioneering organizations was so important because for 
the first time both unskilled and skilled workers were united by the union effort and the 
major industries in America were impacted by the movement, but the labor movement 
still made up less than a third of all of the households in America. The hostility toward 
labor unions and the efforts of big businesses were still a factor in the tepid growth of 
unions. FDR himself was lukewarm at best to the growth of the labor movement. 



Minorities and the New Deal

b. How well did the New Deal address inequities during the Great Depression for the following minority 
groups? What were the negatives and the positive aspects of the New Deal experience for each group? 

*African-Americans
*Hispanic-Americans
*Native Americans

• African-Americans— the New Deal was consequential for African-Americans even though it did nothing to 
deal with racial inequities (for example- African-Americans received less money from New Deal programs, 
and the minimum wage and Social Security programs did not cover all of them on equal basis with whites). 
The New Deal did lead to African-Americans making the key political switch from the Republican Party to 
the Democratic Party, as Roosevelt appointed key African-Americans to key government positions and the 
WPA under the leadership of Harry Hopkins put more than a million African-American laborers back to 
work. Eleanor Roosevelt, the first lady often spoke out against racial discrimination. 

• Mexican-Americans— were impacted much more negatively by the New Deal. Many Mexican-Americans 
were deported during the period and those that remained enjoyed only a few benefits from the New Deal 
programs. 

• Native Americans— under John Collier and with the passage of the Indian Reorganization Act in 1934, Native 
Americans began to have their own tribal autonomy and there were some modest gains in education. 
However, Native Americans remained largely impoverished. 



The New Deal and American Women

c. How did the New Deal impact American women? What were the negatives and 
positives of the New Deal experience for American women?

• Since women were not traditionally considered to be breadwinners in American 
households, the New Deal had a minimal impact on American working women. NRA 
codes even sanctioned lowers wages for female workers and the minimum wage laws 
often applied little to the positions that most women had in the workplace.

• However, American women made some gains in politics. Eleanore Roosevelt was a 
very present First Lady and an advocate for American women, Francis Perkins 
became the First Secretary of Labor and the first female cabinet secretary, while FDR 
also appointed female ambassadors and federal judges for the very first time which 
were significant political steps for American women. Women were elected to 
Congress— both to the Senate and the House of Representatives during the period, 
but, overall it was a period that was not kind for American women. 



The Election of 1936

d. How did the election of 1936 turn into FDR’s finest hour? What new political coalition 
was created by the election of FDR that would dominate American politics for the next 
thirty years?

• Despite being opposed on both the more progressive left and with a conservative 
challenge on his right, FDR, won in a landslide in 1936 by appealing to class loyalties 
and on the early accomplishments of the New Deal.

• Urban voters, poor working-class white voters who supported organized labor,  and 
African-Americans made up a new and powerful coalition of voters for both FDR and 
the Democratic Party. 



The Supreme Court Fight

e. Why did FDR initiate a court-packing scheme to alter the Supreme Court? What was 
the political impact of the court-packing scheme?

• FDR wanted to remake the Supreme Court due to the simple fact that some of the New 
Deal measures were declared unconstitutional such as the NRA and the AAA. He saw that 
his greatest opposition came from older justices such as Willis Van Devanter and decided 
to try to change the structure of the court. Although it was legal, the FDR administration 
after stating that the court was behind schedule tried to pass a law that would allow the 
president to appoint a new justice for each that were over the age of seventy. 

• The court-packing scheme in the short-term may have worked for FDR in the sense that 
some of the older justices simply took the hint and retired and some of the more 
controversial New Deal measures were approved such as the Wagner Act and Social 
Security. However, it was seen as a power grab by many in the US Senate mostly within 
FDR’s own party who blocked the proposal. However, it led conservative Southern 
Democrats begin to slowly oppose FDR and his New Deal measures— slowly this 
constituency would move toward the Republican Party just as African-Americans were 
slowly making their way into the Democratic Party. 



The Decline of the New Deal

f. What led to a recession in 1938 and how did both it and the mid-term congressional elections spell trouble for 
both FDR and the New Deal?

• FDR’s attempt to balance the federal budget in 1938 may have mollified some in his own party, but his attempt to 
defeat a number of conservative southern Democratic congressmen backfired in the mid-term elections of that 
year. However, his attempt to balance the budget and to cut back on the deficit spending into his New Deal 
programs led to a recession late in the same year. As more conservative Democrats began to slowly vote with 
their Republican counterparts against FDR’s programs and their extension, it slowly led to the decline of the New 
Deal. FDR did re-establish levels of spending which lowered the sting of the recession, but World War II changed 
the entire picture of the depression experience.

Thought Question— Analyze to the extent that the New Deal offered substantive economic and political 
changes in American life. 

• The New Deal was the first attempt the federal government made in creating a social safety net. It was the first 
attempt at using the power of the federal government through deficit spending to try to address a financial crisis. 
While it did decrease unemployment, changed the nature of labor relations and the conditions of the American 
worker, it did little to remove racial or gender inequities in the American system. However, it perhaps set the 
precedent for the massive government spending of World War II which did bring the depression to and end and 
helped influence some of the post-war measures such as the GI Bill of 1944 the Marshall Plan which would shape 
the national and global economies for the second half of the twentieth century and too, re-ignited the debate 
over the role and power of the federal government and the impact that it should have in the American system. 


