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'Natural Love for a Good Thing': 

The Struggle of the Unemployed Workers' 
Movement for a Government 
Jobs Programme, 1931-1942 

jEANNETTE GABRIEL 

The development of government work programmes in the 1930s 
has traditionally been viewed as a relatively smooth transition 
from the first, experimental Civil Works Administration (CW A) 
programme to the more long-term Works Projects Administration 
(WPA), with the Federal Emergency Relief Administration 
(FERA) filling in the gaps. However, this was a volatile period 
when it was not clear the unemployed would be given controver-
sial government jobs as opposed to the more limited and long-
standing policy of direct relie£ This brief time period, from the 
autumn of 1933 when CWA began until the summer of 1935 when 
WPA was instituted, is insignificant when viewed in terms of cal-
endar months. However, despite its brevity, this period was polit-
ically significant. The implementation of a mass public works 
programme-the CWA-ignited hopes that the government 
could pull the country out of the Great Depression. But these 
expectations were quickly dashed when the programme was dis-
mantled in the spring of 1934. A snapshot glimpse at March 1934 
shows the impact of the loss of the CW A. In just a single month, 
federal aid rolls rose 13 per cent and relief expenditures went up 
20 per cent. By May 1934 the impact of the cuts was clear. Harry 
Hopkins, who shifted from top administrator of the CW A to 
FERA, issued a report showing that in cities representing 64 per 
cent of the total urban population, the number of people on relief 
rose 38 per cent between March and April 1934 and relief expen-
ditures shot up 46 per cent. 1 By rnid-1934, Hopkins estimated that 

1 'w,ooo Hear Mayor Protest on CWA Cuts: He Tells Rally of all Faiths at St. John's 
Cathedral Aid is Now Imperative', New rork Tzmes, 22jan. 1934, 1; 'Families on Relief 
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wo,ooo more people were on relief than a year earlier, signifying 
the extent to which elimination of the CW A and the continuing 
economic crisis had exacerbated mass unemployment. 2 

This period greatly impacted upon organizing amongst the 
unemployed community. Local and national unemployed groups 
protested against the collapse of the CW A and this set the tone for 
the future tactics and strategies of the unemployed workers' move-
ment. The unemployed organizations responded to the shutdown 
of the CW A with hundreds of public meetings, protests, and strikes 
all across the country. While this generated significant publicity and 
contributed to widespread sympathy for the plight of the unem-
ployed, ultimately the fledgling movement was too internally 
divided to effect a reversal in the government's decision. Earlier 
attempts at unification into a single national unemployed organiza-
tion were stymied by political differences amongst the groups. But 
after the CW A was dismantled, the need for unity became more 
urgent and by April 1936, the unemployed groups had overcome 
their differences and coalesced into a single nationwide organiza-
tion called the Workers Alliance of America (WAA). The purpose 
was to 'speak with one voice and act in unison on all matters of 
concern to the victims of mass unemployment'. 3 The newly formed 
national organization held a series of coordinated protests and 
powerful strikes throughout 1936 that effectively halted proposed 
cutbacks. Throughout the late 1930s, the Workers Alliance of 
America exerted its influence through ongoing protests and strikes, 
winning concrete gains for WPA workers such as the right to 
unionize, better on-the-job conditions, and increased wages, as well 
as struggling against proposed cutbacks in WPA jobs.4 
Nearly 2 Million: Number Rose 38 per cent in April in 140 Cities and the Expenditures 46 
per cent', .New York Times, 17 May 1934, 5.

2 'Federal Aid Rolls Rose 13 per cent in March', .New York Times, 14 Apr. 1934, 4.
3 Herbert Benjamin, 'Men Who Won't Be Forgotten', Herbert Benjamin MSS, Library 

of Congress. 
4 The role of the unemployed workers' movement is generally viewed as waning dra-

matically after 1934 for a variety of reasons, such as collaboration with the government, 
revitalization of the labour movement, and a disintegration of interest from the left. 
Therefore the maintenance of the WPA programme throughout the 1930s has not been 
linked to the powerful unemployed workers' movement, but rather the commitment that 
Roosevelt had to the programme, as well as the input from social reformers and politicians. 
The rising unpopularity ofRoosevelt in the late 1930s and the intensified pressure from the 
business community were key elements contributing to the dismantling of the WPA pro-
gramme. However, the Workers Alliance of America worked closely with a broad range 
of progressive allies to minimize cutbacks throughout the latter part of the 1930s. Edwin 
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The unemployed workers' movement organized dynamic local 
groups that encompassed both people on relief and those 
employed on the WP A. The weekly neighbourhood meetings 
brought together all types of WPA employees-blue-collar 
workers based in construction and sewing projects, with white-
collar social workers, artists, actors, and teachers. In addition, the 
WPA workers continued to maintain close ties within their com-
munity-based organizations with people on relief who were 
unable to get WPA jobs. This new type of labour organizing 
bridged the gap between community and workplace mobilization 
to build a powerful working-class force. The unemployed also pro-
vided crucial direct and indirect support to the labour movement 
during the Great Depression by refusing to scab during strikes, 
such as the historic Toledo Auto-Lite and Minneapolis Teamster 
strikes in 1934, and offering examples of militant strategies such 
as sit-down actions and mass picketing.5 

Labour historians who have examined the unemployed move-
ment have focused primarily on the Communist and Socialist 
Party's projects that provided structure to the limited militant 
upsurge in the first half of the 1930s. The early days of unem-
ployed protests from 1929 to 1934 were important in laying the 
organizational groundwork for the national movement. However, 
the consolidation process, which began in 1934 and culminated 
in 1936, provided local unemployed groups an opportunity to 
directly challenge state governments that sought to cut off funding 
to relie£ The unemployed movement has been largely understood 
as a powerful, fleeting, but unsustainable force that was replaced 
by permanent labour structures better able to address workers' 
concerns. But the Workers Alliance of America provided critical 
Amenta and Drew Halfmann, 'Who Voted with Hopkins? Institutional Politics and the 
WPA', Journal ofPublic History, 13/2 (2001), 251-87; James E. Sargent, 'Woodrum's 
Economy Bloc: The Attack on Roosevelt's WP A, 1937-1939', VirginiaMagazine ofHistory and 
Biography, 93/2 (1985), 175-205; Ronald E. Marcello, 'Senator Josiah Bailey, Harry 
Hopkins, and the WPA: A Prelude to the Conservative Coalition', Southern Studies: An 
Interdisciplinary Journal ofthe South, 22/4 (1983), 321-39;]ason Scott Smith, Building New Deal 
liberalism: The Political &onomy ofPublic Works, 1933-1956(New York, 2006). 

5 Meridel LeSueur discusses the role of the unemployed during the Minneapolis 
Teamsters Strike in her famous essay 'I Was Marching'. In addition, the daily strike bul-
letins of the Teamsters Local574 discuss the significance of the unemployed in the struggle. 
The role of the unemployed during the Toldeo Auto-Lite Strike is quite famous. The Lucas 
County Unemployed League intervened in the strike, engaging in mass picketing as a way 
of helping to break the injunction. Art Preis, Lahor's Giant Step: Twenty rears ofthe CIO, 1936-
55 (New York, 1964). 



JEANNETTE GABRIEL 

pressure on the government fighting the proposed WPA cuts, 
occupying state legislatures to demand maintained funding for 
relief and protesting, and lobbying against President Roosevelt in 
an attempt to thwart cutbacks. This essay pushes the boundaries 
of the standard interpretation of the unemployed movement of 
the 1930s by examining the fundamental weaknesses of the earlier 
fractured movement and assessing the increased political clout the 
movement gained through its national consolidation.6 

This evaluation of the unification of the unemployed movement 
into a united organization relies heavily on internal Workers 
Alliance and Communist Party documents, particularly the 
Herbert Benjamin papers. Benjamin, as head of the Unemployed 
Councils and then Secretary-Treasurer of the Workers Alliance, 
was the central strategic thinker within the Workers Alliance. He 
disregarded international and national Communist Party policy 
by prioritizing the unemployed over organizing industrial workers 
within the Congress oflndustrial Organizations (CI0).7 In addi-
tion, the Workers Alliance consistently attacked Roosevelt for not 
going far enough throughout a time when the Communist Party 
was supporting Roosevelt through the Popular Front strategy. 
This account also examines internal documents between Hopkins 
and his CWA state administrators to determine how the govern-
ment developed its policies toward the unemployed, as well as 
press reports of Workers Alliance activities in local newspapers 

6 A wide range oflabour historians and sociologists who have studied the unemployed 
workers' movement in the 1 930s have overlooked the significance of the unification of the 
Workers' Alliance of America. A few examples that have focused on the unemployed 
workers' movement in the early half of the 1930s are Dan Laeb, '"United We Eat": The 
Creation and Organization of the Unemployed Councils in 1930', Labor History, 8/3 (1967), 
300-15; Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, Poor People'sMovements: Why They Succeed, 
How They Fail (New York, 1977); eid., Regulating the Poor: The Functions ofPublic We!fore (New 
York, 1993); Roy Rosenzweig, 'Organizing the Unemployed: The Early Years of the Great 
Depression, 1929-1933', Radical America (1976), 37-6o; id., "'Socialism in Our Time": The 
Socialist Party and the Unemployed, 1929-1936', Labor History, 20/4 (1979), 485-510; Steve 
Valocchi, 'External Resources and the Unemployed Councils of the 1930s: Evaluating Six 
Propositions from Social Movement Theory', Sociological Forum, 8/3 (Sept. 1993), 451-70.
Two noted exceptions that consider the significance of the unemployed movement in the 
latter half of the 1930s are Chad Alan Goldberg, 'Contesting the Status of Relief Workers 
During the New Deal: The Workers Alliance and the Works Progress Administration, 
1935-1941', Social Science History, 39/3 (2005), 337-71andJamesJ. Lorence, Organizing the 
Unemployed: Community and Union Activists in the Industrial Heartland (Aibany, NY, 1996). 

7 Herbert Benjamin, 'Unemployment Organizing in the 30s', in id., David 
Montgomery, and Ronald W. Schatz, Yesterday's Lessons: Layoffs, Unemployment, and Working 
Class Unity (Chicago, 1977) in Herbert Benjamin MSS, Library of Congress. 
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throughout the country which illuminate how the unemployed 
were viewed on a local level and how sentiment towards the 
unemployed developed as their national structure developed. 

Explosions of Anger 

In early April 1934, 6,ooo unemployed demonstrators in 
Minneapolis, Minnesota, captured national attention by initiating 
a street battle with police. Relief workers who had just lost their 
jobs on the first comprehensive federal government jobs pro-
gramme, the CW A, sent a delegation to the City Council to 
protest while taking to the streets at the same time. Conflict ensued 
when the delegation was arrested; protesters threw coal at the 
police who in turn responded with tear gas and beatings. National 
media reports of the event, including an article in Time Magazine, 
expressed concern over the strength and militancy of the protest. 
Another issue of concern was that the local Fire Chief refused to 
turn water hoses on the protesters and the City Council quickly 
agreed to the rioter's demands. Due to strong public support for 
the CW A workers who had lost their jobs, charges against the 
leaders were quickly dropped.8 Seeking to explain the local events 
to the Washington office, T.J. Edmons, Minnesota CWA admin-
istrator, said that the protest was a 'universal desire for the contin-
uance of CW A, natural love for a good thing and the lack of 
understanding that CWA cannot be continued'. While the formal 
position of the Washington relief programmes office was that the 
protests were led by a small group of Communists who did not 
represent the sentiment of the unemployed, the national CW A 
administrator, Harry Hopkins, expressed private concern about 
the volatility of the protests. He commented that the Minneapolis 
office had 'closed down work entirely for two weeks and were very 
sure they could get away with it. We were very dubious about it.'9 

8 '6,ooo Jobless Battle Police in Minneapolis: Rioting Rages for Hours as Mob 
Threatens Bomb Attack upon City Hall', New York Herald Tribune, 7 Apr. 1934, 3; 'Riots of 
Jobless in Minneapolis Laid to Reds: Police Chief and Governor Agree that Paid Agitators 
Caused Trouble', New York Herald Tribune, 8 Apr. 1934, 8; 'Police Rout 6,ooo, 18 Hurt in 
CWA Riots', New York Daily News, 7 Apr. 1934, 2; 'An Mtermath of CWA Editorial', 
Washington Post, 8 Apr. 1934, 4; 'Pay-Off', Time Magazine, 16 Apr. 1934, 18. 

9 Memorandum of Milford-Olson and Edmonds conversation, 7 Apr. 1934, FERA-
WPA Transcripts of Telephone Conversations with State Relief Directors and Other 
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Just a few days after the protests in Minneapolis on 7 April, 
about 250 New York City CWA workers protested over the dis-
manding of the programme, shouting 'Minneapolis yesterday, 
New York next'. In addition, the Committee of One Hundred for 
United Action on CWA and Unemployment, an unemployed 
group made up of white-collar workers and construction workers 
from the Bronx, sent a telegram to the Minneapolis unemployed, 
'congratulating them on their splendid victory'. 10 But it was not 
in New York that the protests against the CWA lay-offs next rose 
to a fever pitch; a few weeks later tensions broke out in Kansas, 
where there had previously been conflicts between CW A officials 
and the unemployed workers. On 24 April workers protesting 
against the elimination of the programme broke into the CW A 
administrator's office in Topeka, Kansas, and attacked him. The 
administrator tried to defend himself by throwing a tear gas bomb 
at the protesters, but he could not avoid a beating and was left 
with bruises, abrasions, and a ruptured left kidney. 11 A few days 
later and 120 miles away, more than I,ooo protesters went on 
strike at the Witchita, Kansas, projects protesting against the elim-
ination of the CW A programme. 12 The resulting mêlée led to the 
police beating protesters, a policeman being stabbed, fifty-eight 
men and three women being arrested, and twenty men being 
charged with 'criminal syndicalism'. 13 A few days later, when 
Officials: Michigan-New Mexico, Harry L. Hopkins Collection, Franklin D. Roosevelt 
Presidential Library, Hyde Park, NY; Memorandum ofHopkins-Daniels conversation, 7 
Apr. 1934, FERA-WPA Transcripts of Telephone Conversations with State Relief 
Directors and Other Officials, New York-North Dakota, Harry L. Hopkins Collection, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library, Hyde Park, NY. 

10 'Threats Are Shouted in CWA Protest Here', New York Times, 8 Apr. 1934, 30. 
11 'Kansas Mob Beats a Relief Official', New York Times, 25 Apr. 1934, 44; 'Tensions 

Brewing in Kansas', New York Times, 25 Apr. 1934, 44.
12 The workers were able to go on strike even though the CWA programme was ter-

minated because the programme had not yet officially ended, and the state administrators 
were trying to find money to keep it going for an interim period of time. In this case, the 
WPA state administrator felt he could not terminate the jobs programme because the ex-
CWA workers would receive such minimal relief payments that he would be publicly 
attacked. When government jobs programmes that were dismantled through CWA did 
continue through the FERA programme, it was often with a smaller number of workers 
who worked fewer hours at lower wages. 

13 Criminal syndicalism laws criminalized anyone who advocated or suggested ideas of 
radical political change. These were passed at the peak of the Red Scare originally 
designed to destroy the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). Between 1917 and 1920, 
twenty-two states adopted criminal syndicalism laws. By the mid-1930s criminal syndical-
ism laws were still on the books in eighteen states. The Supreme Court overturned state 
criminal syndicalism laws with the unanimous Fiske v. Kansas decision in 1927 defending 
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another group of 400 unemployed assembled for a street meeting 
in Witchita, the Kansas Governor with the support of the CWA 
state administrator called out the National Guard to break up the 
protests, hoping to prevent more public unrest. The unemployed 
strikers ridiculed the National Guard, a group of very young men, 
with calls of 'Boy Scouts' and 'school patrol'. Rather than fulfilling 
the stereotype of the unemployed as meek and grateful, the CW A 
workers expressed rage at the government that had taken away 
their jobs and forced people back onto minimal relief payments. 
The widespread public support for the unemployed encouraged 
the protesters to challenge the National Guard despite over-
whelming odds. 14 

The regional CW A administrator, Mr Stutz, defended his use 
of the troops to quell the protesters who had walked out on strike. 
'We have been panned for having shut down work relief in two 
counties because there was some trouble. If I stop it, then they 
accuse me of starving the people.' But Harry Hopkins, again 
seeking to minimize public conflict, was adamant that the militia 
could not be used against the relief workers in response to the 
labour unrest. He told Stutz: 'It makes us look ridiculous to have 
strikes on work relief projects. If we can't run it without [the 
militia] than we better stop .... It gives a very bad idea all over 
the country .... The impression is that we have a work program 
and the men go on strike and we have to call out the militia to 
keep the people working.' 15 

the rights of an IWW organizer Harold B. Fiske. Ahmed A. White, 'The Crime of 
Economic Radicalism: Criminal Syndicalism Laws and the Industrial Workers of the 
World, 1917-1927', Oregon Law Review, 85 (2006), 649-742;Eldridge Foster Dowell, A History 
of Criminal Syndicalism Legislation in the United States (Baltimore, 1939); Richard C. Cortner, 
'The Wobblies and "Fiske" v. "Kansas": Victory and Disintegration', Kansas History, 4/1
(1981), 30-8. 

14 'Troops Rout Kansas Idle', New York Tzmes, 11 May 1934, 2; 'Troops Quell Jobless 
Riot by Tear Gas: Kansas Rioters Dispersed by Four Companies of Militia', Washington 
Post, 11 May 1934, A1. 

15 Memorandum of Hopkins-Stutz conversation, 11 May 1934, FERA-WPA 
Transcripts of Telephone Conversations with State Relief Directors and Other Officials, 
Indiana-Kansas, Harry L. Hopkins Collection, Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library, 
Hyde Park, NY. 
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7he Significance of the CWA for the Development of the 
Unemployed Workers' Movement 

The widespread public support for the CW A programme was a 
mix of many different factors including the dramatic unemploy-
ment rate compounded with a backlash against the conservatism 
of the earlier Hoover administration. One of the most significant 
episodes which contributed to a sharp drop in popular support 
for President Hoover and increased support for the unemployed 
was the use of troops to disperse the Veterans' Bonus March in 
July 1932. When 17,000 First World War veterans and their fam-
ilies marched to Washington, DC, seeking Congress to grant them 
immediate cash payments of promised Service Certificates, they 
were initially met by a crowd of wo,ooo supporters cheering them 
on. But after their proposal failed in Congress and the well-coor-
dinated protest movement refused to disperse, General Douglas 
McArthur commanded the Twelfth Infantry and Third Calvary 
Regiments in an attack on the veterans' encampment, using tear-
gas bombs, bayonets, and tanks. Armed only with bricks, one 
veteran responded: 'They are shooting us down like dogs! Don't 
stand for it! We are free Americans and better men than the cops.' 
Initially public opinion supported the government action, but as 
the details emerged concern over excessive force and support for 
the unemployed increased. Eight state legislative bodies passed 
resolutions condemning the government's use of force. The 
administration's attempts to dismiss the protesters as criminals and 
Communists failed.l6 

While Hoover was dealing ineffectually with the developing 
crisis, the unemployed were building a national infrastructure of 
overlapping local, state, regional, and national organizations. 
Repeatedly challenging the police, the unemployed marched 
through their communities to their city halls demanding increased 
relief payments and the right to jobs. In addition to the localized 
protests, the unemployed movement began holding regional and 

l6 'Congressmen and Liberals Voice Strong Protest against Hoover's Use of Troops to 
Rout B.E.F.', Editorial Commentary, New York World Telegram, 30 July1932, 12; Stephen 
R. Ortiz, 'Rethinking the Bonus March: Federal Bonus Policy, the Veterans of Foreign 
Wars, and Origins of a Protest Movement', Journal ofPolicy History, 18/3 (2oo6), 275-303;
Lucy G. Barber, Marching on Washington: The Forging ofan American Political Tradition (Berkeley, 
2004), 99.
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state conferences and regularly sending delegates to events in 
Washington, DC, to protest against federal policies. 17 Through 
their national newspapers, the Communists, Socialists, and 
Trotskyists shared stories of hardship and protests throughout the 
country to challenge the individuality of unemployment and 
expose the crisis of mass unemployment as an Achilles heel of the 
capitalist system. These leftist organizations used their internal 
organizational structures to shift the perspective beyond the day-
to-day crises of hunger and homelessness to long-range demands 
for radical change, including increasingly social democratic poli-
cies such as permanent support for the unemployed and granting 
federal government worker status to WPA workers. New York 
based Herbert Benjamin called for long-range demands. 'The 
political task was to make sure that the struggle around the imme-
diate demands did not become an end in itself. They were a 
means to the larger and longer-range purpose which was the 
struggle for unemployment and social insurance.' 18 

From the very beginning of his term, President Roosevelt sought 
to address the unemployment crisis and distance himself from the 
bloody repression of the Veterans' Bonus March. Roosevelt's main 
strategy was to implement work programmes rather than to provide 
widespread relief payments. As William Bremer observed, the 
notion of work for the unemployed is rooted in the capitalist creed 
of individual advancement linked to hard work versus free handouts 
from the state. 19 Roosevelt's initial jobs programme, the very 

·limited Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) based 
wages on an estimation of family needs. But by November 1933, 
with no end of the Depression in sight, Roosevelt undertook Aubrey 
Williams's plan for the government to become a direct employer 
through the CWA programme, which quickly employed 4,264,000 
people on over 18o,ooo local projects. 'By this one stroke', Roosevelt 
proclaimed, 'at least two-thirds of the families in the country now 
receiving relief will be placed on a self-sustaining basis. '20 

17 'Fifteen Cities in Federation Combine Plans', The New Frontier, 4 Mar. I933, I; 
'Demonstrations Held in Twenty Cities: Solidarity Made Keynote in Nation-wide 
Meetings ofJobless Federation', ibid. 22 Mar. I933, I; 'Call NationalJobless Convention', 
ibid. I9 Apr. I933, I; 'National Conference Meets', Unemployed Union, I7 Sept. I934, 4; 
'Relief Workers Meet', ibid. 1 Oct. I934, 4.

18 Benjamin, 'Unemployment Organizing in the 30s'. 
19 William Bremer, 'Along the "American Way": The New Deal's Work Relief 

Programs for the Unemployed',Jouma/ ofAmerican History, 62/3 (Dec. 1975), 641. 
20 June Hopkins, 'The Road Not Taken: Harry Hopkins and New Deal Work Relief, 
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The CW A project was 'the most daring response to unemploy-
ment during the New Deal',21 in that it went far beyond previous 
unemployment programmes in terms of wages, government 
control, and the incorporation of blue- and white-collar workers, 
not just the very desperate poor. The CWA programme provided 
workers with cash payments whereas earlier relief had been dis-
tributed in the form of food vouchers. The cash payments to tens 
of thousands of workers moved a large amount of federal money 
directly into the private economy, largely into the hands of small 
business owners, acting as a direct stimulus to the economy. But, 
in a trend that continued throughout the 1930s, the unemployed 
groups and craft unions were not satisfied and put pressure on the 
government to pay union wages for skilled workers on the pro-
jects. The result was that 'CW A workers and their families, who 
might otherwise have starved and suffered intense privation from 
cold, did not'. 22 

For all the groundbreaking policies of the CWA programme 
there were significant structural problems in implementing these 
lofty goals. The administrative understaffing was compounded by 
the tiny number of available jobs when compared to the total 
number of desperate and impoverished unemployed workers. In 
cities all across America, tens of thousands of unemployed people 
lined up in the streets for hours in the biting cold in front of CW A 
offices waiting for jobs to be distributed. In New York City alone, 
where the CWA spent $50 million from December 1933 to March 
1934, as many as 15,000 unemployed lined up in front of the 
CWA office each day waiting for work. The frustration of waiting 
on long lines for such a paltry number of jobs quickly brought 
about angry responses. Local citizens in Dayton, Tennessee, were 
so outraged that only 299 CW A jobs were available for the thou-
sands of men who needed work that a crowd of 2,000 took control 
of the city streets and in anger drove the CW A administrator out 
Presidential Studies Quarterly, 22/2 (1999}, 306-16; Franklin Roosevelt, 'Remarks on Signing 
Executive Order Creating Civil Works Administration', 8 Nov. 1933,john T. Woolley 
and Gerhard Peters, The American Presidency Project [ online], Santa Barbara, Calif.: University 
of California (hosted}, Gerhard Peters (database). 

21 Bonnie Fox Schwartz, The Civil Works Administration, 1933-1934: The Business of 
Emergency Employment in the New Deal (Princeton, 1984), 259.

22 Ibid. 64;]ohn A. Salmond, A Southern Rebel: The life and T Timesof Aubrey Willis Williams
1890-1965(Chapel Hill, NC, 1983), 59; Mark Erlich and David Goldberg, 'Work, Not 
Relief: Massachusetts Carpenters, Craft Unionism and the Great Depression', Construction 
History, 4 (Jan. 1988). 
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of town. In St Louis, Missouri, hundreds of thousands assembled 
for only about 23,000 jobs. The result was that the crowd broke 
out into fistfights as the unemployed desperately tried to get one 
of the few jobs available. While things were more peaceful in 
Chicago, 300,000 unemployed showed for 49,000 CWA jobs. 
This great disparity forced the officials to hold a lottery to deter-
mine who would be allowed onto the payrolls. Again and again, 
the available number of jobs simply did not match workers' needs 
and expectations. 23 

The unemployed workers' organizations understood the signifi-
cance of the nascent government jobs programme as a way to 
strengthen their base of support and further their efforts to win 
widespread unemployment insurance. The unemployed formed 
CWA workers' associations, organized on the pattern of regular 
unions to fight for wages, hours, and jobs. The national Communist 
newspaper, Party Organizer, immediately began calling for a CW A 
organizing campaign against low wages, long hours, and loss of 
pay due to weather conditions. In Chicago, the Cook County 
Unemployed Councils went one step further, demanding that all 
Mrican-Americans, single men, and women be hired at the same 
number and pay rate as married men. This dramatic demand for 
equal pay on gender and racial grounds went far beyond the trade 
union demands of the day. 24 

On 9 November 1933, only two days after CWA was launched, 
the Socialist Party's Association of Unemployed Single Women 
urged Eleanor Roosevelt to implement work relief for women and 
proposed the establishment of a large needleworks project on the 
basis that so many women garment workers were unemployed. 
The Unemployed Union also demanded more government jobs 
for women: 'When CWA jobs were given out last winter, less than 
ten percent of them went to unemployed women. The rest were 
left to get along on home relief ... using $2.50 that is given for 
food, stockings, for haircuts, bobby pins, for all those things that 

23 'Chicago to Employ Lottery for Jobs: 300,000 Men Will Join in a Drawing for 49,000 
Relief Posts under CWA', New York Times, 2 Dec. 1933, 30; '15,000 at Offices to Apply for 
Jobs: Many Wait All Night Long in Lines at Agencies of Civil Works Administration', ibid. 
28 Nov. 1933, 26; Barbara Blumberg, The New Deal and the Unemployed: The View .from New 
York City (Lewisburg, Pa., 1979), 32. 

24 Nathan Rogg, 'The Unemployed Unite', Social Work Today (June 1936), 5-8; 'Some 
Suggestions on Organization', Party Organizer, 6/11 (Nov. 1933); 'Unemployed Councils of 
Cook County', Hunger Fighter, 27 Nov. 1933, 1; I. Amter, 'The Unemployed Plan for Battle', 
Labor Unity, 9 (Mar. 1934), 6-7-
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women who are earnest in seeking work must have!!' Eleanor 
Roosevelt worked to have women included in the CW A pro-
gramme and struggled against Hopkins to give equal pay to 
women on white-collar jobs. The moves towards government 
work for single women represented a significant shift in govern-
mental policy-previously relief had only been given out to male 
heads of the household. 25 

The CW A responded to demands from unemployed workers 
by both making direct concessions and developing an internal 
grievance committee. Hopkins sought to stabilize labour relations 
by setting up wage boards that included American Federation of 
Labor (AFL) representatives. However, despite Hopkins's efforts, 
each regional CWA official set their own rates of pay, and some 
refused to work with the AFL with the result that the pay rate for 
CW A work often dropped below the prevailing wage rate. The 
organizing drive within CW A quickly led to strikes on the jobs 
programmes among dynamic new relief worker organizations rep-
resenting skilled, unskilled, and white-collar workers. When 2,700 
CWA workers went out on strike at a construction project in Bear 
Mountain just north of New York City in December 1933, the 
workers formed the ReliefWorkers League of Greater New York 
to demand higher wages and better working conditions. A delega-
tion of workers negotiated with the state CW A administrator and 
won a few concessions. But after the strike ended the Relief 
Workers League of Greater New York put forward a series of 
more strident demands including more work and higher pay. 
Organizing at the Bear Mountain project continued until the 
project was shut down in the spring of 1934.26 

In an important early labour case, CW A worker Amed Kayt 
was fired from Bear Mountain after being arrested by police for 

25 'Unemployed Single Women Organize', The Black .News: Published by the Association of
Civil Works Employees, Workers Unemployed Leagues and Workers Committee on Unemployment, I / I 

(Feb. I934), 3; 'Mrs. Roosevelt Hits Low Pay for Women Enrolled as Skilled Relief 
Workers', .New York Times, 5 Dec. I933. 2; 'Unemployed Single Women Organizing', .New 
Leader, I6 (25 Nov. I933), 2A; Schwartz, The Civil Works Administration, 203; 'Why No Jobs 
for Unemployed Women?', Unemployed Union: Publication ofthe Workers Unemployed Union, 2/2 
(24]une I935), 6. 

26 '27,000 in Strike Row on Civil Works Job: Bear Mountain Recruits Balk atJersey 
Station over Pay and Time Schedule', .New York Times, 5 Dec. 1933, 2; 'Two More CWA 
Workers Suspended in Inquiry: Kenny Says They Were Not on the Jobs but Got Pay-
500 at Bear Mountain Protest', ibid. 2ojan. 1934, 8; 'Emergency Workers Union Wins 
Job for Discharged Relief Worker', Unemployed Union: Publication ofthe Workers Unemployed 
Union, 29 Oct. I934, 4.
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distributing leaflets for a Relief Workers League meeting. The 
New York City Socialist Workers Unemployed Union assisted 
Kayt in getting onto the relief rolls and filed a complaint on his 
behalf with the Regional Labor Board, claiming the termination 
was a violation ofKayt's right to organize a union under Section 
7(a) of the National Industrial Recovery Act. The Regional Labor 
Board ruled that it had no jurisdiction over the government works 
projects. The Socialist Party's Workers Unemployed Union 
planned to take the case to the National Labor Relations Board 
to get a clear answer to the question: 'Have relief workers the 
rights of workers, or are they outcasts?' However, the city WPA 
department intervened and rehired Kayt with a $6 per month pay 
increase in order to avoid setting a legal precedent on government 
works projects. The unemployed groups viewed the CWA as an 
opportunity to expand the federal government's commitment and 
make relief more substantial as well as to recognize the govern-
ment works programme as a legitimate site of union organizing. 27 

The gains that were made by the unemployed workers' move-
ment on the CW A programme were jeopardized by the short life-
span of the project. But the unemployed had many allies in their 
struggle against the termination of the CW A. Pressure demanding 
the continuation of the CW A included not just a progressive wing 
in Congress led by Senator Robert LaFolletteJr. from Wisconsin 
and Representative Kent Keller from Illinois, who sought a per-
manent budget for CW A, but also the municipal leaders who 
anticipated a disastrous outcome within their local communities if 
the programme was cut. 28 On the other hand, fiscal conservatives 
led by Director of the Budget Lewis Douglas aligned with business 
forces to demand a termination of the programme. 

The conservative forces won the fight by focusing on the com-
petitive aspect of government work. Nels Anderson, a sociologist 
from Columbia University who later became head of the WPA 
labour department, pointed out the difficult position of the 
Roosevelt administration: 

27 'WUU Fights for Right to Organize', Unemployed Union: Publication of the Workers 
Unemployed Union, I Oct. I934, 3; 'The Unemployed Must Fight the Threat of Slavery', 
ibid. I7 Sept. I934, 2; 'Emergency Workers Union Wins job for Discharged Relief Worker', 
ibid. 29 Oct. I934, 4.

28 'Roosevelt Studies Longer CWA Term: Reconsiders Plan to End it on May 1stas 
"Left Wing'' Gains Strength', New York Times, 3 Feb. I934, I. 
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How can the government employ the jobless on useful and non-
competitive projects in accordance with its pledge to industry without 
invading the realm of private enterprise? It is demanded of work relief that 
it be socially useful and yet not compete with private enterprise. The 
'socially useful' phase of that policy is a recognition of federal responsibility 
to the jobless worker and to the community. The 'non-competitive' phase 
seems to recognize the proprietary right of private industry to exploit the 
labor market. 29 

In the end, the CW A programme became only a stopgap 
measure, lasting from November 1933 to March 1934. While this 
short programme hardly seems significant in retrospect, it repre-
sented the first step in federal government involvement in public 
works and it was the first opportunity of the unemployed workers' 
organizations to make workplace-based demands. 

Early 1934 was filled with a wide array of protests including daily 
marches, pickets, community meetings, and street fights with police 
demanding that the CW A be continued. Three thousand workers 
at two mass meetings in New York City adopted resolutions 
stating: 'We will not accept as final this decision which dooms 
us to starve.'30 A mass meeting was held in StJohn the Divine 
Cathedral in New York City late in January 1934 where w,ooo 
unemployed were addressed by clergymen, government officials, 
and educators urging that the CW A programme be sustained. 

The immediate response of the unemployed workers' movement 
was to merge in order to organize large protests against the New 
Deal administration. As early as 15 February 1934 a joint demon-
stration to defend CWA was held between the Communist-led 
Unemployed Councils, the Socialist-led Workers Unemployed 
Union and Association of Civil Works Employees, and the in-
dependent Workers Unemployed Leagues, and the Workers 
Committee on Unemployment held a march demanding a contin-
uation of CW A, a restoration of all the wage cuts, a bipartisan 
board to investigate grievances, and a promise that all current 
CW A workers as well as the 40o,ooo who filed applications for 
CWA jobs would receive either jobs or unemployment insurance. 31 

29 Nels Anderson, The Right to Work (New York, 1938), 59.
30 'City CWA to Drop 11,000Tomorrow: 22,000 Will Go in State as Mayor and Relief 

Officials Speed Plea to Roosevelt', New YorkTimes, 14 Mar. 1934, 6. 
31 'Government Dooms CWA Work to End by May 1st, The Black News: Published by 

Association ofCivil Works Employees, Workers Unemployed Leagues and Workers Committee on 
Unemployment, 1/1(Feb. 1934), 3; 'CWA Workers Tell Grievances to the Board', New rork 
Times, 2 Mar. 1934, 2. 
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The point of weakness in the coalition was that the Workers 
Unemployed Union would only agree to the joint action on the 
basis that the Trade Union Unity League (TUUL)not be allowed 
to endorse or participate in the event. The TUUL was the inde-
pendent trade union federation organized by the Communist Party 
that was in direct competition with the AFL. The Unemployed 
Council agreed to this concession only based on the urgency of 
forming a united front and immediately after the march the coali-
tion fell apart. 32 

The brief union that WUU and the Unemployed Councils 
formed was undermined by other coalitions of unemployed 
workers that remained independent. The very next day after the 
Socialist and Communist protest on 16 February 1934, a coalition 
of unemployed organizations led by the Trotskyist-based Workers 
Unemployed League and the independent ReliefWorkers League 
marched in a group of 5,000 to the CW A office to demand imme-
diate restoration of all pay cuts, no lay-offs or dismissals, and con-
tinuance and expansion of the CW A programme to include all 
unemployed and the right to organize. 33 While demonstrations 
against the destruction of the CWA continued throughout the 
spring and summer of 1934, the chaotic nature of these separate 
and yet very similar demonstrations made it easy for the officials 
to dismiss the unemployed. 

The divisions continued within the unemployed throughout the 
difficult period of 1934 after the CWA had been dismantled. In 
addition to the concerns over the TUUL, the Socialists attacked the 
Unemployed Councils as being partisan for publicly supporting 
Communist Party electoral candidates. The Socialists began 

32 The connection to the TUUL was a point of contention between the Communist 
and Socialist Parties. While small in numbers the TUUL disproportionately mobilized its 
members. During the first ten months of 1933 Devinatz determined that the AFL led one-
sixth of its membership on strike, while in comparison the TUUL led 1.6 times the number 
of its members on strike. The greatest success of the TUUL was in the needle trade unions 
in New York City where the Socialist Party had traditionally maintained a strong base of 
support. The Socialist Party-based unemployed workers' organizations were concerned 
that direct connections to the TUUL would jeopardize their relationship with the AFL. 
Victor Devinatz, 'A Reevaluation of the Trade Union Unity League, 192g-1934', Science and 
Society, 71/1 (Jan 2007), 44, 48-so; Edward P.Johanningsmeier, 'The Trade Union Unity 
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33 'Government Dooms CWA Work to End by May 1st, The Black News: Published by 
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holding regional and national events that specifically prohibited 
Unemployed Council participation. In June 1935 the Socialists 
organized a Greater New York Conference for United Action and 
held a series of protests demanding a government jobs programme 
and unemployment insurance. Later in the year the Socialists 
organized a National Unemployment Day on 24 November 1934 
that sought the unification of all unemployed and part-time workers 
(excluding Communists) around a series of demands including 
public works projects where the workers had the right to organize 
and unemployment insurance. The organizers claimed that 250,000 
marched and hundreds of thousands more sent in telegrams to 
the White House demanding that more attention be given to the 
unemployed. 

At the same time the Communists were organizing their own 
similar formation, the National Congress on Unemployment and 
Social Security, to hold a national day of protest on 7 January 
1935. The Communists hoped for the Socialists to join in their 
protest, but the Socialists put forward the conditions that the 
Unemployed Councils publicly disavow the TUUL and exclude it 
from any mobilization conferences or demonstrations. Edward 
Walsh, representative from the Workers Unemployed Union, 
explained that 'trade unionists had failed to come to the 
November 24 demonstration because they read an announce-
ment of the fact TUUL was coming to the demonstration'. The 
Unemployed Councils rejected these terms and possibilities for 
unity fell apart. As long as the unemployed workers' movement 
remained ideologically divided, it could not foster enough strength 
to halt cuts in government job programmes. The New Deal 
administration successfully ignored the activities of the movement 
because of their disparate nature. 34 

The period between the CWA and WP A was a difficult time for 
the unemployed. The only remaining public works programme 
was FERA, but this programme provided limited work opportuni-
ties and drove the unemployed back down to substandard wages 
that were equal to relief payments. At the same time relief faced 
cutbacks as local and state officials responded angrily when the 
federal government demanded matching payments in order to 
provide relief. Throughout late 1934 journalists working for 

34 'Council Rejects United Front Terms', Unemployed Union: Publication of the Workers 
Unemployed Union (10 Dec. 1934), 3.
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Hopkins sent him reports from all over the country on unemploy-
ment conditions, the state of the unemployed movement, and 
sentiments of the business community. The overall tone of the 
reports indicated that 'for the rank and file relief clients, pleading 
has changed to demanding'. 35 Many people were pushed back into 
the punitive relief systems that were being systematically cut by 
conservative state governments. Throughout the country unem-
ployed organizations protested against cuts in relief spending and 
in some cases successfully forced state governments to reinstate 
spending. But with the lack of national organization, the disunity 
of the movement made it impossible to launch a powerful, coordi-
nated strategy that could demand immediate implementation of a 
national government works programme.36 

The funding to establish the Works Projects Administration was 
finalized by Congress in April 1935. Roosevelt believed that the 
WPA was less of a direct threat to private industry than the CWA 
since the projects were developed on a local basis and were not 
supposed to compete with the private sector. An early challenge 
to the private sector was Administration Order No. 15 issued by 
Harry Hopkins in August 1935, mandating that all private 
employers on WPA projects hire unionized workers. However, by 
January 1936, Hopkins had rescinded the order and go per cent 
of all WP A workers were taken direcdy from the relief rolls rather 
than the unions. The impact of this shift in policy was to push 
down wages which made the WP A programmes less direcdy com-
petitive with the private sector. An editorial in the Unemployed 
Union pointed out that 
The metropolitan newspapers have been carrying stories in the last few 
days that employment under WPA will begin July I 8t. In another section 
of this paper is carried the wages to be paid under the Federal Works 
programme. The average wage is litde more than is being paid on Home 
Relief today for the average family. But deducting from the wages the 
extra expense of carfares, lunches and clothing, the wages to be paid will 
be lower than the amount received on Home Relie£ What must be done 
in the face of this is clear. The unemployed and relief workers must 
begin to organize now. 37 

35 Wayne W. Parrish, 'Report, Brooklyn, New York, November 24, 1934', 24 Nov. 1934. 
Hopkins Papers, Franklin D. Roosevelt Library. 

36 Michael B. Katz, In The Shadow of thePoorlwuse: A Social History of Welfare in America, 10th
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37 Editorial, Unemployed Union: Publication of theWorkers Unemployed Union, 10 Dec. 1934, 3.
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The labour movement always negotiated agreements with 
workers being paid the prevailing wage rate, which Roosevelt 
refused to adopt for the WP A project. 38 Instead a 'security' wage 
was developed that represented the absolute minimum wage that 
people needed to survive. Hopkins's justification for the wage 
policy was that low pay would make the programme more accept-
able to the business community. This led to a series of strikes 
throughout the country. While Roosevelt maintained his support 
for the 'security wage', Hopkins dealt with the strikes by giving 
concessions increasing the number of hours that WPA workers 
were able to work in a given month, thus pushing wages up to 
prevailing rate standards. This made the programme weaker than 
the earlier CW A project where all the workers were given pre-
vailing wage. 

The unemployed workers' movement was furious with the 
Roosevelt Administration for these perceived betrayals. It 
responded to the looming cutbacks by organizing mass protests 
across the country that turned into a coordinated strategy to fight 
the impact of relief being pushed back to the state. Throughout 
early 1936, the emerging unemployed workers' movement 
adopted the tactic of occupying state legislatures in Wisconsin, 
Ohio, New Jersey, New York, Missouri, and Pennsylvania. These 
occupations became the frontlines of a battle against Roosevelt's 
policy of shifting responsibility for relief back to the state and local 
level. By taking over government buildings and state legislatures, 
as well as putting forward their own legislative demands, the 
unemployed workers' movement challenged the legitimacy of the 
republican system of representation and instead insisted on direct 
democracy. That these actions served to build public support for 
the unemployed, instead of creating a backlash against it, is an 
indication of the power and success of the movement. 39 

Evidence of the growing power of the unemployed movement 
38 Prevailing wage rate is a mandated minimum wage on public works projects. The 

idea began in the Progressive Era when individual states passed legislation mandating pre-
vailing wage rate for state and local government projects. The prevailing wage rate became 
national policy in 1931 with the Davis--Bacon Act. Edwin Amenta and Drew Halfmann, 
'Wage Wars, Institutional Politics, WPA Wages, and the Struggle for U.S. Social Policy', 
American Sociological Review, 67 (Aug. 2ooo), 506-28; John P. Gould and George 
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can be seen in the volatile labour relations surrounding the WPA 
workers in March 1936 in Wisconsin. Tensions began when 200 
striking WPA workers from the Fox River Valley-an industrial 
area 100 miles north-east ofMadison, the state capital-travelled 
down to demand higher wages, no work on Saturdays, and 
payment on time. They picketed the home of the WPA state 
director, M. W. Torkleson, for several days. This turn of events 
took place at the same time as the state was refusing to continue 
adequate relief funding. Now that the burden of relief funding had 
been pushed from the federal level back to the state as part of the 
restructuring to establish the WPA, many states were refusing to 
contribute as much as the federal government. 
Workers Alliance members from throughout the state joined 
the strikers and occupied the state capitol, taking over the legisla-
tive chambers and acting like the sitting legislatives. Once 
ensconced in the capitol, the strikers passed resolutions attacking 
state officials and Torkleson in particular. Initially, Governor Paul 
LaFollette embraced the WPA strikers in the hope that this would 
pressure the State Assembly to allocate more money for relief. But 
after a ten-day occupation, when it became clear the State 
Assembly would not budge, the Governor had the National 
Guard evict them.40 

The New Jersey Workers Alliance initiated the second state 
house occupation in April 1936 when the New Jersey state legis-
lature refused to.allocate funds for relief and government jobs pro-
grammes. On the day that the New Jersey legislators decided to 
close the legislative session in Trenton without allocating further 
funds for unemployed relief, unemployed workers' organizations 
in the state got together and invaded the state legislature. As soon 
as the legislators left the chambers, their seats were quickly occu-

40 'W.P.A. Strikers Promise Lengthy Wisconsin Siege', New York Herald Tribune, I5 Mar. 
I936, 2I; 'W.P.A. Strikers See Gov. La Follette', New York Sun, I6 Mar. I936, I8; 'Wisconsin 
Strikers Move into LaFollette's Office', New York World-Telegram, I7 Mar. I936, 3;'Strikers 
Threaten to Call out All Wisconsin WPA Workers', Washington Morning Post, I6 Mar. 1936, 
I; 'Now it's WPA Marchers', Wall Street]ouT7Ull, I6 Mar. 1936, 4; 'Asks U.S. End Strike in 
WPA', Milwaukee]oumal, 16 Mar. I936, I; 'Governor and the WPA "Strikers"', ibid. I6 
Mar. I936, 10;'Strikers Picket La Follette Office', Milwaukee Herald and Examiner, 16 Mar. 
I936, I; 'WPA Strikers Enlist Recruits', l au ee ur alI8 Mar. I936, 6; 'Picketing the 
Governor', ibid. I8 Mar. I936, 10;'Governor Ousts WPA Strikers', Washington Morning 
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Records of the Work Projects Administration I922-I944, National Archives and Records 
Service, Washington, DC. 
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pied by unemployed activists. The purpose of the unemployed 
workers' movement was to protest against the unwillingness of the 
state government to respond to their plight. They did this both 
by mocking the legislators and also by presenting their own pro-
gramme as alternative policy. For ten days the Workers Alliance 
staged a 'paupers' parliament'. When they were pretending to be. 
the state legislators, they sat around reading newspapers and 
smoking cigars to portray the indifference the political officials felt 
towards the plight of the unemployed. But when they were pre-
tending to carry out their own policies, they acted as serious politi-
cians developing complex financial alternatives to solve the relief 
crisis in New Jersey. 

The theatrical occupation of the legislature drew national press 
attention and crowds of people to witness the event. The cham-
bers were packed with an audience as the unemployed leaders 
called their mock sessions to order. For three days, the security 
guards at the capitol refused to move against the occupiers by 
either cutting off the electricity or forcefully ejecting the protesters. 
The local police were wary about becoming involved when it was 
clear the unemployed workers' movement enjoyed broad support. 
While the occupation was ultimately unsuccessful, it did establish 
a precedent for a formidable strategy that the unemployed nation-
ally could use to greater success.41 

Just a few weeks later, the St Louis unemployed workers' move-
ment carried out the same type of activity in response to cuts in 
relief funding. The American Workers Union (AWU), a regional 
formation of unemployed workers' groups that had been organiz-
ing since the early 1930s, carried out a series of occupations of 
City Hall and the local relief offices. The urgent issue was that the 
state's relief fund had run out in April and 23,700 people had been 
cut from the relief rolls. In addition, the St Louis relief committee 
was considering dropping more of the 2g,ooo who remained on 
the rolls. This drastic retrenchment threatened the future exis-
tence of the relief system in Missouri. The African-American and 
white contingent, made up of men, women, and children, held a 

41 The final settlement in New Jersey was that relief administration would be allo-
cated by municipalities and the determination of how much relief people would be 
granted would be decided at a local level. Kirk W. Fuoss, Striking Performances / Performing 
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and Men', ibid. 11 May 1936, 13; 'Republicans Agree on Jersey Relief, New York Times, 
25 Apr. 1936, 1. 
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forty-seven-hour long occupation of City Hall singing songs and 
engaging in chants such as: 

'What about Hoover? He's a Republican.' 
'Booo, booo, nooooo, not him!' 
'What about Roosevelt? He's a Democrat?' 
'Boooo, sell-out, noooooo more!' 
'Well form a Labor Party then.' 
'Yeah! Yes, that's what we'll do! Hurrah!' 

The occupiers held mock sessions of the Board of Aldermen. 
The protesters, parodying the Board's inability to pass funding for 
relief, proposed that $r,ooo,ooo be appropriated for relief and sent 
a delegation to the state capital, Jefferson City, appealing to the 
Governor to hold a special session of the legislature to address the 
unemployment crisis. After receiving the promise from Mayor 
Bernard F. Dickmann that 'No one would starve', the protesters 
left City Hall, only to march with 100 people to St Louis relief 
headquarters, where they held an outdoor siege on City Hall lawn 
for two nights condemning the Mayor and the Board of Aldermen 
for inadequate relief appropriations.42 

When the demonstrators attempted to occupy City Hall once 
more and were blocked from entering the building by local police, 
they marched, 150 strong, to the relief station where fifty protest-
ers managed to occupy the building before the police locked more 
out. St Louis relief administrator, RobertJ. Crump, begged the 
protesters to leave but the reply was that they had 'no place else 
to go'. In response to Crump's assertion that the Aldermen were 
doing everything they could, J oe Hoffman, A WU leader in St 
Louis observed that 'The city seems to have plenty of money to 
build bridges and fine houses for the snakes at the zoo, but they 
don't seem to be able to find the money to give us a few meals.' 
Crump finally agreed that the protesters would not be evicted but 
supporters who were outside picketing would not be allowed in 

42 '50 Jobless Camp in City Hall After Alderman Fail to Vote Relief; Noisy 
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Records of the Work Projects Administration, 1922-1944, National Archives and Records 
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and food could not be brought into the building. However, 
Crump did not anticipate the tremendous local support for the 
protesters. 

In response to the occupation, the St Louis Welfare Guild, the 
union for social workers, provided funds for food and numerous 
local merchants donated food for the protesters. A mass meeting 
was held at the Labor Center and representatives from churches 
and social welfare organizations called an emergency conference 
to discuss a future mass demonstration to 'register public opinion'. 
At the same time 100 squatters took over St Louis relief headquar-
ters for two days and entertained themselves with singalongs. 
They demanded the removal of the Chairman of St Louis' Relief 
Committee singing: 'We'll hang William Connett to a sour apple 
tree, for the union makes us strong.' The occupiers settled in for 
a two-night long occupation, with nappies hanging up to dry and 
children playing tag in the office. On the third day the group 
marched to City Hall to continue their demonstration. 

Local and state government was forced to respond to this 
growing movement. While the Aldermen refused to meet directly 
with the agitators, two bills were introduced to increase the city 
relief contribution to $250,000 a month and. to continue the 
$147,500 monthly appropriation. The unemployed succeeded in 
stopping the cutbacks and restoring 23,700 people to the relief rolls. 
This was a big success for the unemployed workers' movement and 
set the tone for the next actions in Pennsylvania and Ohio.43 The 
victory in Pennsylvania came after a deadlock in the state legislature 
for a period of thirteen weeks during which relief was cut off three 
times throughout the entire state. The Workers Alliance called three 
marches on Harrisburg during this period, each one involving from 
several hundred to several thousand workers. In the third and final 
march, the largest of them all, several thousand marchers occupied 
the state capitol for a period of nearly two weeks. 44 

These successful actions led to state groups forming across ideo-
logical lines bringing together all the factions to challenge the 
lay-offs on the WP A projects. The ideological divisions between 
the political groups were swept aside. The activists realized that 

43 'St. Louis jobless Renew Demands: Prepare to Make Second March to City Hall', 
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they operated from a much stronger position when they sent a 
united message to Washington. 

The tensions between the federal and state governments over 
distributing unemployment relief, jobs programmes, and unem-
ployment compensation continued throughout the mid-1930s. 
When discussions began in Congress for relief appropriations in 
April 1936 the response was increasingly hostile towards work relie£ 
The unemployed movement was represented by their strongest 
Congressional ally, House Representative Vito Marcantonio from 
East Harlem, NY, a supporter ofboth the Socialist and Communist 
Parties, who put forward the the Relief and Works Projects 
Standards Bill to allocate $2 billion in grants to states for direct 
relief, $2 billion in grants to states for state and local works projects, 
and $2 million for the continuation of the WPA for the 1936/7 
fiscal year. But the business community, through a group of pow-
erful conservative bankers and politicians called the National 
Economy League (NEL), pressured Congress to eliminate all WP A 
white-collar jobs and 20 per cent of all WPA jobs. The NEL 
demanded the federal government return the 'major responsibility 
for unemployment relief to the State and local government where 
it logically belongs and that the Federal Government makes grants 
in aid to states to supplement unemployment relief. Such a plan 
would leave to the discretion of local authorities whether relief 
should be in the form of work relief wages, cash home relief or a 
combination of the two.' The end result was that the April 1936 
Congressional relief appropriation followed the NEL's recommen-
dation (which Roosevelt had adopted) to allocate $1.5 billion in 
relief and cut 7oo,ooo WPA jobs, many of which had been created 
just a few months before. Combined with the federal government's 
abandonment of federal relief, these cuts represented a huge attack 
on the unemployed workers' movement.45 

The Creation of the W AA 

The response of the unemployed workers' movement was twofold. 
Their first response was to lash out angrily at Roosevelt for his 
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attempts to balance the budget on the backs of the WPA budget. 
Herbert Benjamin spoke for the movement when he said, 'This 
is the manner in which Roosevelt, the "humanitarian" solves the 
problems of unemployment and unemployment relie£ This is the 
manner in which he placates the Liberty Leagues, the Economy 
Leaguers, the National Association of Manufacturers and the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce. This is how he balances the budget and 
buys the support of big business for the forthcoming elections.'46 

In addition, the cutbacks were a powerful impetus that pushed 
the unemployed workers' movement to unite. 
National unification of the unemployed workers' movement 

happened at the very moment that mass demonstrations, protests, 
and marches were needed to keep the government jobs programme 
alive. Earlier attempts to unify had been stymied over political ten-
sions between the Communists and the Socialists-most centrally 
over their differences regarding the TUUL. However, the path had 
been cleared for unification by the Communists' shift in policy in 
December 1934. The Central Committee of the Communist Party 
of the USA (CPUSA), in response to orders from the Executive 
Committee of the Communist International, ordered remaining 
TUUL unions to join respective AFL unions. Throughout most of 
1935 the Socialists and Communists had been engaged in heated 
bilateral negotiations within which the Socialists demanded a 
majority of Executive Board members and the Communists 
worked stealthily behind the scenes to convert key Unemployed 
League and Socialist leaders to their side.47 Finally, the Workers 
Alliance of America-a merger of 7oo,ooo members from all the 
unemployed groups-held its founding convention in Washington, 
DC, in April 1936 to coincide with the elite's Easter Day Parades 
festivities when socialites took the streets in fancy dress and osten-
tatious hats. The Communists and Socialists had found unity with 
a shared leadership structure that, though tenuous, remained in 
place for the next three years. At the founding convention 700 
46 Bremer, 'Along the "American Way"', 648; Herbert Benjamin, 'Unity of the 

Unemployed and What Can and Will Be Achieved', Herbert Benjamin Papers, LOC. 
47 Harvey Klehr, The ey ayofAmerican Communism: The Depression Decade (New York, 
I984}, 296; Frederick Folsom, Impatient Armiesofthe Poor: The Story ofCollective Action ofthe 
Unemployed, r8o8-r942 (Niwot, Colo., I99I), 4I5-I6; 'To Members of the National 
Committee of the NUL', 6 Mar. I936, Herbert Benjamin Papers, LOC; letter from Arnold 
to Benjamin, 9 Mar. I936, ibid.; letter from Arnold to Benjamin, I I Mar. I936, ibid.; letter 
from Arnold to Bill Truax, 11 Mar. I936, ibid.; letter from Arnold to Benjamin, I2 Mar. 
1936, ibid. 
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delegates from thirty-five states overwhelmingly voted to merge into 
a single national organization of the unemployed. According to a 
reporter, Nathan Rogg, who was covering the event, the delegates 
included 
tall, husky lumberjacks from the Northwest, militant office workers from 
New York, Negro millhands from the south, automobile and steel 
workers from the industrialized midwest-men and women, doctors, 
lawyers, teachers, social workers, engineers-all races, creeds, colors and 
many occupations were represented. 48 

Their demands included the Frazier-Lundeen Unemployment 
and Social Insurance Act (which put the financial onus on the 
federal government, rather than the more limited Social Security 
Act of 1935 which was funded by individual workers); the 
Marcantonio Relief Standards Act, which proposed allocating $6 
billion for relief; the thirty-hour working week; and the adoption 
of the American Youth Act for unemployed youth. The positive 
reports from the convention drew fifteen bus loads of unemployed 
workers activists from New York City, including 500 members of 
the Joint Relief Committee. They met up with more buses from 
Camden, NJ, and Philadelphia, Pa., to join in the Hunger March 
of 2,ooo to the White House and the Capitol on the last day of 
the conference. 49 

The first big victory for the W AA was achieved when the WPA 
Administration conceded the W AA's right to organize within the 
WPA. Nels Anderson, the WPA labour director, announced at 
the April convention that WPA workers had the right to organize 
'as long as their collective activities did not interfere with the 
efficiency of the projects'. Since the main effect of the strike tactic 
is to interfere with the efficiency of work, this was a confusing 

48 Nathan Rogg, 'The Unemployed Unite', Social Work Today, June 1936, 6-8. 
49 The Unemployed Council envisioned a massive march on Washington as soon as 
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the best name for the united unemployed organization, as to who shall occupy leading 
positions in such an organization, but there can be no serious dispute over major questions 
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political position. The WPA was forced to clarify their position 
after the W AA organized mass strikes throughout the long 
summer of 1936. On 3 September 1936 Aubrey Williams, now 
the deputy WPA administrator, announced that the WAA would 
be recognized as the sole collective bargaining agency for WPA 
workers. While many state WPA administrators refused to ac-
knowledge the W AA, Williams's announcement emboldened 
the Workers Alliance and led to the nationwide WPA strike on 
1january 1937 that succeeded in winning considerable concessions 
in wages and working conditions.50 

The Workers Alliance of America responded to the ongoing 
attacks against the WPA programme from 1936 to 1939 with 
strikes, occupations, and marches, both in cities throughout the 
country, and in front of the White House in Washington, DC. 
The WAA succeeded in fighting back cutbacks in 1936, 1937, and 
1938 and launched a mass strike wave to keep the programme 
alive in 1939. While the WPA was a relatively short-lived project, 
the united unemployed movement was able to stop the elimina-
tion of the jobs programmes and force the government to main-
tain funding throughout 1939. Benjamin's assessment that 
'Unification and consolidation of this movement will mean the 
creation of a mighty force that can strengthen and make more 
effective our very resistance to all attempts to lower the living stan-
dards of the employed and unemployed and of the populations as 
a whole' proved true. By consistently going on the offensive 
against the Roosevelt Administration and demanding far more for 
the unemployed than the New Dealers ever intended, the unem-
ployed workers' movement was able to maintain a base of support 
for the unemployed in both relief and government jobs pro-
grammes throughout the Great Depression. 

50 'Vote Union ofldle: soo,ooo to Belong', New York Times, g Aug. 1936, 32; Salmond, 
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