Roy Wilkins, A Black Assessment of the New Deal

The New Deal achieved a mixed record on matters of race. One black
critic, John P. Davis, openly castigated FDR's programs as a “raw deal”

discrimination in agencies such as the Tennessee Valley Authority
(TVA), Federal Housing Authority (FHA), and Civilian Conservation
Corps (CCC). He reminded readers that FDR had consistently failed to
Support a bill to make lynching a federal crime. But he also noted that
African Americans had been well served by the Works Progress
Administration (WPA), Farm Security Administration (FSA), federal
relief programs, the National Labor Relations Act (which established a
right to collective bargaining), and the Fair Labor Standards Act {which
set a minimum wage and maximum workweek of forty hours). Wilkins
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A NEW DEAL FOR AFRICAN AMERICANS?

later served as executive director of the NAACP during the 1950s and
1960s.

On the subject of the Negro, the Roosevelt record is spotty, as might be expected in
an administration where so much power is in the hands of the southern wing of the
Democratic Party. And yet Mr. Roosevelt, hobbled as he has been by the Dixie die-hards,
has managed to include Negro citizens in practically every phase of the administration
program. In this respect, no matter how far behind the idea] he may be, he is far ahead of
any other Democratic president, and of recent Republican ones,

The best proof that Mr. Roosevelt has not catered always to the South and has
insisted on carrying the Negro along with his Program is to be found in the smearing,
race-hating propaganda used against him in the 1936 campaign by southern white
groups. Both he and Mrg. Roosevelt were targets of fiithy mud-slinging simply because
they did not see eye-to~eye with the South on the Negro.

This does not mean that the Roosevelt administration has done all that it could have
done for the race. Its policies in many instances have done Negroes great injustice and
have helped to build more secure walls of segregation.

On the anti-lynching bill Mr. Roosevelt has said not 2 mumbling word. His failure to
endorse this legislation, to bring pressure to break the filibuster, is a black mark against
him. It does no good to say that the White House could not pass down some word on this
bill. The White House spoke on many bills. Mr. Roosevelt might have pressed the anti-
lynching bill to a vote, especially during January and February 1938, when there was
tremendous public opinion supporting the bill. His failure t0 act, or even speak, on the
anti-lynching bill was the more glaring because, while mobs in America were visiting
inhumanities upon Negroes, Mr. Roosevelt periodically wag rebuking some foreign
government for inhumanity, and enunciating high sentiments of liberty, tolerance, justice,

To declare that the Roosevelt administration has tried to include the Negro in nearly
every phase of its program for the people of the nation is not to ignore the instances
Where government policies have harmed the race,

At Boulder dam, for example, the administration continued the shamefyl policy
begun by Hoover of forbidding Negroes to live in Boulder City, the government-built
town. And in its own pet project, the TVA, the administration forbade Negroes to live in
Norris, another government-built town at Norris dam.

Full credit must g0 to the administration for Its program of low-cost housing, so
sorely needed by low-income families. No one pretends that the American housing
Program is more than a beginning, but Negroes have shared in it in the most equitable
manner. However, there were, outside the slum-clearance program, some damaging
Practices. The FHA, which insures mortgages for home buyers, hag enforced a regulation
Which puts the power and approval of the government on ghetto life. No Negro family

which sought a home outside the so-called “Negro” neighborhood could get a FHA-
insured loan.

- —

[Roy Wi!kins], “The Roosevelt Record,” Crisis 47 (November | 940).
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The vast program for youth, the CCC and the NYA. has included our young people,
but in the CCC a Justifiable complaint has been that Negro instructors, advisers, ang
reserve army officers were not appointed in any but the tiniest proportion.

There is little need to mention relief and the WPA. Mr. Roosevel
what his administration has done in these two branches of his program by concentrating
their attack upon the relief that the New Deal has given Negroes. In relief the government
set the tone. That tone was so much higher than the city, the county, and state standards
for Negroes in certain areas that, even though differentials existed, the net result was
more than it would have been without government supervision. Collective bargaining and
the Wages and Hours Act have aided Negro workers in private industry.

The farm program has not been ideally administered, but colored people have shared

in the benefits. More than 50,000 families have been assisted by the Farm Security
Administration.

t’s critics concede

Mr. Roosevelt had the courage to appoint a Negro to a federal Jjudgeship, the first in
the history of the country. His nominee was confirmed by a Democratic Senate without a
murmur. Complaint has been made that in naming about a score of colored
administrative assistants and advisers, Mr. Roosevelt has kept Negroes out of any real
posts in the government. If it be true that Mr. Roosevelt has created Negro appendages to
various bureaus, it cannot be denied that colored people know more about their
government and have penetrated nearer to policy-making desks than ever before.

Heavily on the debit side is Mr. Roosevelt’s approval of the War Department’s
notorious Jim Crow in the armed services.

[The] most important contribution of the Rooseve
color line problem in America has been its doctrine that
and must be considered in any program for the country as a whole. The inevitable
discriminations notwithstanding, this thought has been driven home in thousands of

communities by a thousand specific acts. For the first time in their lives, government has
taken on meaning and substance for the Negro masses.

It administration to the age-old
Negroes are a part of the country
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