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The Massachusetts Clergy
and the New Deal

Monroe Billington and Cal Clark*

When Franklin D. Roosevelt was inaugurated President on March 4, 1933
the United States was in the deepest economic depression in its history, a crisis
which brought the economic and political systems to the edge of breakdown
and threatened social chaos.! Under such conditions, at the new President’s
suggestion, the Congress passed literally dozens of major bills to attack the
problems of the Great Depression. Stupendous sums of money were appro-
priated. A vast bureaucracy developed to administer the multiplicity of agen-
cies and programs. A flurry of activity occurred as the “New Deal for the for-
gotten man” was inaugurated and implemented. How effective were these
early New Deal measures? How were Americans responding to them? What
else could the government do to help? Surrounded by a massive bureaucracy
and cut off from the average American, President Roosevelt desired answers
to these questions. Also, since he planned to run for reelection in 1936,
Roosevelt believed it would be politically advantageous to touch base with the
grass roots.

As one such overture, on September 23 and 24, 1935, the President mailed
a form letter to the members of the clergy in the United States. He assumed
that the clergymen, because of their positions and contact with people in their
communities, were in an unusual position to understand conditions and prob-
lems in their respective communities. Therefore, FDR requested the clergy-
men to write to him about conditions in their communities and to tell him
how the Government could better serve the people of the nation:?

Your high calling brings you into intimate daily contact not only with
your own parishioners, but with people generally in your community. I
am sure you see the problems of your people with wise and sympathetic
understanding.

* The authors wish to thank the College of Arts and Sciences Research Center of New Mexico
State University for providing research funds for this article, minigrant no. 3103-159.
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Because of the grave responsibilities of my office, I am turning to rep-
resentative clergymen for counsel and advice, feeling confident that no
group can give more accurate or unbiased views.

I am particularly anxious that the new social security legislation just
enacted, for which we have worked so long, providing for old-age pen-
sions, aid for crippled children and unemployment insurance, shall be
carried out in keeping with the high purposes with which this law was
enacted. It is also vitally important that the works program shall be ad-
ministered to provide employment at useful work, and that our unem-
ployed as well as the Nation as a whole may derive the greatest possible
benefits.

I shall deem it a favor if you will write me about conditions in your
community. Tell me where you feel our Government can better serve
our people. We can solve our many problems, but no one man or single
group can do it. We shall have to work together for the common end of
better spiritual and material conditions for the American people.

May I have your counsel and your help? I am leaving on a short vaca-
tion but will be back in Washington in a few weeks and I will deeply ap-
preciate your writing to me.

The number of clergymen in the United States in 1935 was about 200,000.
The President’s letter was mailed to 121,700 of the nation’s clergymen, appar-
ently to every minister, priest, and rabbi whose address was available. Slightly
more than 100,000 letters reached the addresses, and about 30,000 clergymen
responded to the President’s letter. In addition to commenting upon condi-
tions, many respondents expressed their opinions toward Roosevelt and the
New Deal programs, legislation, and philosophy.?

A careful analysis of these letters should produce a good picture of the gen-
eral public’s attitudes toward the New Deal two-and-one-half years after its
inception. Letters were received from clergymen from all the major religious
denominations in the United States; thus, the various socio-economic, ethnic,
and regional interests should receive representation from the clergy. The deep
involvement of clergymen in the day-to-day lives of their parishioners should
have made them more cognizant of public opinion about and reaction to the
governmental attempts to respond to myriad socio-economic problems
brought on by the Great Depression. The clergymen’s viewpoints would be ex-
pected to depart from general public opinion in certain respects, however.
They should be much more sensitive to moral issues and might also be some-
what more politically conservative, although such conservatism might be
manifested by disparate attitudes. On the one hand, there might be opposi-
tion to political innovation and governmental “socialism,” while another var-
iant of conservatism consists of “support for the existing regime” — in this
case Roosevelt and the New Deal.

To permit a detailed analysis of each letter, we confined our study to a sin-
gle state — Massachusetts. Like other states, Massachusetts had been hit hard

by the negative economic forces of the Great Depression. What happened to
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cotton textiles — the state’s leading industry — was indicative of a badly lag-
ging economy. In 1928, a total of 113,000 Massachusetts cotton textile
workers in urban centers such as Fall River, Lowell, and New Bedford earned
wages of $115,000,000 while producing goods valued at $416,000,000. By
contrast, in 1935, only 86,000 workers were employed and they earned only
$25,000,000, while producing goods valued at less than $80,000,000.4 The
story was much the same for New England’s boot and shoe manufacturing in-
dustry, centered in Massachusetts. In 1929 the annual gross dollar volume of
this traditional industry was $958,689,737, but in 1935 that figure dropped to
an estimated $352,000,000.° Codfish processing plants in Gloucester reported
comparable declines, and the figures were no better for the manufacturing
plants of Springfield, Worcester, and Pittsfield. In February 1935, the second
largest print works in the United States shut down in Fall River.® The state’s
agricultural regions were equally depressed. Dairy farmers and poultry and
egg producers found few markets for their products. Growers of hay, fresh
vegetables, and fruits, including strawberries, cranberries, tomatoes, corn,
and potatoes, likewise suffered.’

The Massachusetts clergy file in the Roosevelt Library contains 363 letters
varying in length from single-sentence responses to one of twenty-four type-
written pages. The contents of the letters were analyzed in terms of the polit-
ical issues they cited and of their overall evaluation of the Roosevelt adminis-
tration. Each letter was read and coded as to its general tone toward
Roosevelt and the New Deal: (1) highly critical, (2) critical, (8) favorable, (4)
highly favorable. The same four-point scale was used for the special subjects
mentioned by the ministers.

Table 1 indicates how well the clergy who returned letters to FDR
represented the Massachusetts population by comparing them to the general
population in terms of religion and place of residence.

TABLE 1

Comparison of Clergy Sample and Massachusetts Population

Place of Residence* Religion
Among  Among Among Among
Population Clergy Population Clergy
Rural 6% 18% Catholic 65% 8%
Medium Town 419 36% Jewish 10% 1%,
Large City 53%  46% Congregationalist 6% 22%
Episcopalian 5% 13%
Baptist 4% 11%
Methodist 39, 10%
Unitarian 2% 7%
Other 5% 4%
Unknown 25%
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*Rural communities were those with populations under 2,500; medium towns
had populations between 2,500 and 50,000; and large cities had populations
over 50,000.

Sources for Massachusetts population: For residence, United States Bureau of the Census, Fif-
teenth Census of the United States: 1930. Vol. 1. Population. (Washington: U.S. Government
Printing Office, 1931), pp. 497-501. For religion, United States Bureau of Census, Religious
Bodies: 1936. Vol. 1. Summary and Detatled Tables. (Washington: U.S. Government Printing
Office, 1941), pp. 766-67.

The clergy in our sample were slightly more likely to come from rural regions
than the Massachusetts citizenry as a whole, but the major distortion concerns
the distribution of religious affiliations. A great underrepresentation of Cath-
olics and Jews among those responding to the President is immediately ob-
vious. Even if the one-quarter of the ministers whose religion could not be as-
certained from internal evidence were all Catholics and Jews, substantial
Protestant overrepresentation would still exist; and this is especially striking
since Catholics constituted 65 percent of the Massachusetts faithful. Since
these two religions, as well as the more urban population, would generally be
expected to be the most supportive of the New Deal, this “sampling bias” of
responses, much greater than variations in congregation size could account
for, almost certainly understates FDR’s popularity among the Massachusetts
clergy.

In regard to the general evaluation of the Administration, Table 2 shows
that the Massachusetts clergy expressed support for FDR and the New Deal by
an approximately 2-to-1 ratio, far greater than Roosevelt’s relatively narrow
1932 and 1936 electoral margins in the state.® In comparison to the rest of the
nation, though, these letters appear slightly more critical than average. From
a sample of 12,096 clergy responses, Aubrey C. Mills of the Department of

TABLE 2
General Attitude of Clergymen Toward FDR
Very Favorable 24%
Favorable 43%
Critical 199,
Very critical 14%

Commerce calculated that 48.5 percent were totally favorable toward the
New Deal, 35 percent were favorable with specific criticisms, and only 16.5
percent were generally critical.®

Several political and socio-economic forces might be at work here, al-
though unfortunately our data cannot be used to untangle their specific ef-
fects. In terms of the overwhelmingly laudatory state-wide distribution of atti-
tudes, supporters of the President could well have been more disposed to an-
swer his letter; the clergy should have been especially sensitive to the personal
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dimensions of the social and economic problems at which the New Deal pro-
grams were aimed; and the letters may well have reflected a clerical conser-
vatism of “regime support.” The slightly lower enthusiasm expressed in Mas-
sachusetts as compared to the national returns perhaps derives from the
greater sophistication of the clergy there. The Massachusetts letters tended to
be longer than the national average; and 60 percent of them fell into the less
extreme categories of “favorable” and “critical.” Thus, longer responses and
more detailed weighing of pros and cons may well explain the somewhat lower
support scores of the Massachusetts clergy, since they appear less likely than
their compatriots from other less urban and industrial regions to bestow un-
equivocal political blessings even when the New Deal was basically in accord
with their issue preferences.

The subject matter of these letters is fairly well concentrated. As shown in
Table 3, only 10 issues drew comments from at least 10 percent of the clergy
and only 26 issues received significant recognition. Social security and public
works, the two programs specifically mentioned in the President’s letter, ap-
pear by far the most salient to the Massachusetts clergy. This greater relative
emphasis upon them was surely influenced by the explicit presidential query;
but the spread of twenty percentage points between these two issues strongly
suggests that genuine interest in them must have affected the propensity to re-
spond. Interest in social security came naturally to Massachusetts residents.
The state had been a leader in old age assistance many years before the New
Deal began.!®

TABLE 3

Salience of Political Issues

Issues Percentage of Clergy Citing It
Social Security 55%
Public works 35%
Bureaucracy & corruption 27%
Relief 229%
Agricultural policies (AAA) 21%
Prohibition 20%
Taxes 209%
Budget 17%
Government restrictions

on private enterprise 13%
National Recovery Administration (NRA) 10%
Constitutionality of New Deal 109%,
Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) 9%
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Questions of burgeoning bureaucratic bulk, mismanagement, and corrup-
tion ranked third; and Table 3 almost certainly understates ministerial con-
cern with this issue, since many of the remarks about several other programs
were directed at their “bureaucratic” nature. While bureaucracy and corrup-
tion in government were nationwide concerns, they had special relevance in
Massachusetts. After serving as mayor of Boston, James M. Curley was elected
governor in late 1934. This election signaled one more step in a process
whereby Boston Democrats were slowly wresting political control of the state
from the western Democrats, led at that time by Senator David I. Walsh and
Joseph B. Ely. This heated and continuing factionalism affected intrastate
politics as well as the relationship of the state to the national government.!!
Bitter disputes occurred between the Governor and his opponents
(Republicans as well as anti-Curley Democrats), including a running battle
over the Governor’s spending and taxation programs. Curley’s foes accused
state officials of lavish and wasteful spending; furthermore, Curley's appoint-
ment of allegedly unfit persons to various departments received statewide
publicity. The charges and scandals prevented Curley from ever winning an-
other statewide election. The most savage attacks upon Governor Curley
came in the year following the clergy’s responses to President Roosevelt’s let-
ter, but the build-up was underway and the political squabbles of 1935 and
the preceding years surely had some impact upon the clergy’s listing corrup-
tion and bureaucracy as a major issue.!?

Next comes a group of five issues in which approximately one-fifth of the
clergymen expressed interest. Four of them — relief as distinct from the works
programs, the agricultural policies embodied in the AAA, taxes, and budge-
tary policy — are prominent additional facets of the New Deal, while the
repeal of Prohibition touched upon the special concern of many churchmen.
Somewhat lesser but still significant concern was also expressed about the
NRA, constitutional issues pertaining to the New Deal, and the CCC, as well
as governmental restrictions on and competition with private enterprise.

One of the most striking aspects of the clergymen’s response was that very
few issues evoked anywhere near an even division of opinion. Among the 16
issues on which more than 5 percent of the letter writers commented, only
three (relief, the NRA, and the regulation of holding companies and public
utilities) fell in the 40-60 percent approval range; and only one more (public
works) was in the 30-70 percent range. Further, eight of the other ten less sa-
lient issues received approval scores of more than 80 percent or less than 20
percent. Thus, there appears to have been surprising unity of opinion upon
most of these political issues.

Another surprising feature of the data is that, despite the overall approval
of FDR and the New Deal, many of the individual issues were critically per-
ceived. The clergy tendered majority approval, for example, to only three of
the eleven issues eliciting a 10 percent comment rate; and only six of the six-
teen most salient issues were positively evaluated. This anomaly becomes
more explicable, though, if the single issues are grouped into several areas of

17



apparent common concern, as is done in Table 4 which lists the salience (i.e.,
the percentage of clergy who mention an issue) and favorableness (i.e., the
percentage of letter writers mentioning an issue who were very favorable or
favorably disposed towards it) of the 26 issues raised in the Massachusetts let-
ters. It then appears that the principal policy thrust of the New Deal drew
general approbation, while several particular facets were almost universally
criticized.

At the most general level, one might say that the New Deal was aimed at re-
storing the American socio-political system to normal operating order and
particularly at providing immediate aid for those suffering the most from the
severe dislocations of the Depression. The idea of giving “help for the needy
and worthy” appears to have been a major motivation for the clergymen’s
comments. Social security, which was by far the most cited issue, also was the
most popular one as it elicited nearly unanimous approval and had the high-
est percentage of favorable answers of any subject gaining more than negli-
gible notice. Evidently, the clergy deemed its potential beneficiaries, partic-
ularly the aged and disabled, well worthy of solicitude; and, from a practical
standpoint, these groups probably represented the ministers’ own parishioners
hardest hit by the Depression. For example, a Boston minister wrote that the
social security legislation “will rank in statesmanship with emancipation. If
carried into effect as designed, it will more than justify your administration.”
Most of the reservations about social security were that “it did not go far
enough.” Others called it a “necessary first step in the right direction.” Fre-
quent approving references to the Townsend plan revealed how “liberal”
Massachusetts clergymen were in regard to assistance to the needy aged.

TABLE 4
Salience and Favorableness of Individual Issues
Issue Percent Citing Percent Favorable*

Help for Needy and Worthy

Social security 55% 90%
Public works 359% 63%
NRA 10% 549
CCC 9% 84%
Govt. regulation of public utilities

and holding companies 7% 59%
Bank closing laws 3% 64%
Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) 2% 100%
Child labor laws 1% 100%

18




Aid to Undeserving

Relief 229% 40%
AAA 21% 15%
Processing tax 6% 10%
Handling of veterans’ bonus 39 89%

Financial Irresponsibility

Taxes 20% 19%
Budget 17% 5%
Gold standard 2% 183%
Devaluation of dollar 1% 0%
Investment policy 1% 33%

Governmental Excess

Bureaucracy and corruption 27% 49,
Govt. restrictions on

private enterprise 189% 26%,
Constitutionality of New Deal 10% 29%,
Moral Issues
Prohibition 20% 5%
President’s family 1% 0%

Foreign Affairs

Armaments 7% 0%
Munitions embargo 6% 87%
Relations with USSR 3% 20%
Relations with Latin America 29% 100%

* Favorable percentage of those mentioning the issue.

Although receiving much less attention than social security, the CCC was
accorded wide acclaim, as evident in this comment: “I praise you for the won-
derful work you have accomplished for the youth of the nation in your estab-
lishment of the C.C.C.” This praise probably came because of the CCC's com-
bination of providing a special program for the youth (presumably for their
moral betterment) and of generating financial help for the needy. Perhaps
these special features account for the twenty percentage point difference be-
tween the approval of the CCC and the general public works programs, al-
though the latter received a favorable rating by a nearly 2-to-1 margin. Most
of the references to the public works program focused upon the provision of
aid and regained dignity to the participants, rather than the impact of the
works projects themselves upon the general community. Typical comments
were: “The Public Works Program here in Pittsfield seems to be making a
splendid effort to provide work, and there is very little ‘boon-doggling,’ as
General [Hugh] Johnson would say” and “Your Works Program has been a
Blessing from on High for the people of this District.”
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The NRA received comparatively little mention, perhaps because it had al-
ready been discontinued. Support for government regulation of public util-
ities and holding companies and for the bank closing laws seemingly reflected
demands for protecting the defenseless “little man” from the vagaries of the
economic market and from the machinations of big business; and the one
positive reference to child labor laws suggests another group in need of gov-
ernment protection. Finally, the few comments about the TVA concerned its
regional impact rather than the provision of personal aid, although this may
have derived from its geographic removal from the clergymen’s constituents.
On the whole, however, the clergy’s comments on this set of issues clearly
reflect support for decisive government action to help the “needy and worthy”
help themselves.

Not all of the New Deal benefits were seen as flowing to worthy recipients.
The most undeserving, at least from the regional perspective of Massachu-
setts, seems to have been the farmers. The farm programs embodied in the
AAA policies evoked criticism from over 85 percent of the clergy who men-
tioned them. The previously noted relatively urban nature of Massachusetts
and the sample of clergymen partially accounts for this overwhelming rejec-
tion of FDR’s farm policies, but these attitudes were also comprised of a
strong moral dimension. One Catholic priest bluntly declared, “Destroying of
food stuffs is sinful, criminal and idiotic,” and a Protestant minister wrote,
“The destruction of crops and animals is a cruel and wicked thing, when so
many are hungry. Economically it is worse than stupid.” Biblical references
ran through this response: “He who attempts to relieve the farm crisis by pay-
ing bounties for the destruction of cotton and the slaughter of little pigs be-
comes a party with the parasite and pestilence. He becomes destructive like
disease; a scourge like the locust; and a doer of that which any school boy
knows is not only foolish but sinful.” Clergymen serving industrial centers saw
the various AAA programs, particularly the processing tax, as unfairly favor-
able to farm regions at the expense of people dependent upon industry for
survival.

The near unanimous praise by the few letters citing the issue of FDR’s op-
position to the veterans’ bonus also indicated a feeling that a group was de-
manding too much. Two letters are worth quoting: “I watched with admir-
ation your stalwart refusal to give in to the Soldiers’ Bonus stampede.” “I re-
joice in your stand concerning Veterans. Disabled veterans and aged or infirm
persons are deserving of preference, but too long war veterans have been
thought of as a group deserving special favor.”

In contrast to the near unanimity about the first three issues, relief stim-
ulated a much closer division of opinion. Still, it merits inclusion in this cate-
gory, since its approval score is 16 percentage points below the least popular
program in the first group and since a fairly strong majority of 60 percent op-
posed direct relief. The prevailing opinion was that, while some direct relief
may have been necessary initially, the scope of the program had ballooned
past all justification. The heated ideological and moralistic flavor of many of
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the denunciations also implies that most of the people “on the dole” were per-
ceived as “undeserving.” A minister from Athol wrote: “I have found in this
town, and no doubt it exists throughout the nation, that while ‘Relief has
been a great help to some thoroughly worthy people, it has also opened the
way for the unworthy to take advantage and plan not to work but to get their
living out of the Government.” A minister from Worcester wrote: “A point
that bothers many of us is the pauperizing effect of so much of our present
legislation. Granted that at times drastic relief measures may be necessary, to
extend them beyond this point is to rob people of their incentive and create a
false attitude towards life. This idea of ‘Uncle Sam’ as an indulgent ‘Papa,’
forever able to do the Santa Claus act, is mighty bad for moral fibre. The
‘something for nothing’ attitude in life is gaining ground fast enough without
receiving government impetus.” From a wealthy suburb of Newton came this
response: “Too much of the New Deal seems to me too ideal. For instance, ef-
forts to help the underprivileged have in so many cases done permanent harm
by making the sufferers dependent on the government. What seemed at first
to be Christian charity to many of us, seems now to have robbed many people
of their independence and morale, and made them more underprivileged
than ever.”

In addition to the universal condemnation of the dole — except as a one-
time emergency act to prevent imminent starvation — many of the criticisms
of the previously discussed public works program perceived them as merely
“work relief.” Here are three reactions: “One of the most serious indictments
of the Works Program is: that it condemns the vast majority of men to regi-
mentation, to routine tasks; tasks, which are monotonous, and give little op-
portunity for work that is creative, artistic, and satisfying.” “The men who
work for the WPA should be glad to have a chance to earn a living for their
family, instead, they loaf on the job and do almost nothing and they become
lazy, and will not take any job where they would make more money but where
they would have to work more.” “I am sure that the general impression is that
too many ‘bums’ and minimal ‘unemployables’ received aid and work while
the thrifty are being penalized.”

Certain governmental activities, not just particular beneficiaries, also re-
ceived a jaundiced appraisal. Probably the most severe criticism was directed
toward the “financial irresponsibility” issues. The 95 percent criticism of the
large budgetary imbalances necessitated by the New Deal programs, as well as
the few references of unease about tampering with the gold standard and de-
valuing the dollar and about general investment policy, certainly demonstrate
that these clergymen were no disciples of Keynesian economics or FDR’s ap-
plication of it in American politics. As one wrote: “Your devaluation of the
dollar and your vacating the legal right of holders of gold bonds to secure the
gold their contract promised them are nothing more or less than robbery. (I
have no gold bonds.)”

Taxes too were generally seen as much too high and oppressive. A Spencer
minister asked: “Will present policies hang a millstone about the necks of the
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next generation in the form of oppressive taxation?” Two other responses in-
dicated serious future problems: “The appropriation of thousands, millions
and billions has doped the sense of thrift.” “I am sure that the vast sums of
money we are spending today will fail to meet our need and can be nothing
but a temporary poultice on the sores created by our greed and selfishness.”

A contradition might appear here between the approval of many important
New Deal programs and the strong rejection of budgetary imbalances and the
current level of taxation, the major producer of governmental revenue, which
would seemingly be necessary for financing New Deal programs. The answer,
of course, is that the clergymen perceived a significant part of the New Deal
as an unnecessary “orgy of spending.” As a minister serving Vineyard Haven
flatly declared, “You have squandered billions of dollars in the effort to help
the poor and improve business. Not one dollar in ten has done real good.”

Perceived governmental excess also drew sharp criticism. Concern was par-
ticularly sharp regarding the rapid growth of a governmental bureaucracy
which was generally seen as overpaid and underproductive. Thus, the issue
area of bureaucracy and political mismanagement and inefficiency ranked
third in salience and evoked almost universal criticism. Here are ministerial
reactions from four widely separated cities in the state: “The increasing power
of our national government, with its inevitable bureaucracy is a menace to
our liberty.” “I fear the building up of a bureaucracy which will in time be to
this country as great a menace as the army was to ancient Rome.” “An elabor-
ate bureaucracy has paved the way for extensive graft and political favoritism
at the expense of the industrious, thrifty and self-respecting citizens.” “I fear
the power of these experimenters with vast sums at their disposal, by which
they may try to foist a new experiment in government upon us, a centralized
bureaucracy with enormous power but sophomoric judgement.”

On a more theoretical plane, the clergy strongly rejected government re-
strictions on and competition with private enterprise. A single response may
be quoted here: “We think that economic goods must be produced by indus-
try and not by government. We believe the industries are the sole source of
adequate financial support of government, and if the government goes into
competition with industry, it cripples the very thing that supports the govern-
ment financially. Government should not kill the goose that lays the gold eggs
on which it thrives.” In view of the evaluations of questions concerning the
constitutionality of New Deal programs, Roosevelt could take comfort that his
respondents did not fill the benches of the Supreme Court.

Beyond the preceding issues of secular policy, the Massachusetts clergy ex-
pressed a degree of concern with “moral” questions, most particularly the re-
peal of Prohibition. Approximately one-fifth of the clergymen mentioned
Prohibition; and on this issue approving statements were few and far be-
tween. Many Protestant ministers blamed Prohibition repeal directly for ris-
ing crime and lowered personal morals: “The most difficult and most de-
grading condition with which we have to deal is caused by the return of the
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saloon. Our community, formerly very clean in this respect, is pitiable now
with many drunken people upon our streets. Conditions are unspeakably
worse since repeal.” “Our Christian nation ought not to make money out of
selling poison and debauching its citizens. What exalts the people is right;
what debases them is wrong.” Furthermore, a few respondents made caustic
comments about the alleged immorality of the President’s immediate family.
Thus, the expected clerical concern with moral issues certainly influenced the
content of their letters.

Comments on foreign affairs form the final residual category described by
Table 4. Underlying the foreign policy orientations are an anticommunism
militating against relations with the Soviet Union and a pacificism causing
support for the arms embargo and opposition to increased expenditures for
armaments. The latter position was derived from feelings that military out-
lays should be deferred until more pressing social and domestic problems were
solved.

Thus far, we have described only the overall percentages of Massachusetts
clergymen showing concern over and approving various New Deal programs.
In addition, differences among the clergymen might explain some of the va-
riations in the observable opinions. Four traits of the clergymen can be used
to explain their beliefs about the New Deal. Along with the clergymen’s reli-
gion and size of place of residence noted in Table 1, we collected data on their
religious and political environment as measured by the proportions of Cath-
olic residents and 1932 Democratic votes in their home county. A fairly so-
phisticated statistical technique, analysis of covariance, was then applied to
see whether the clergymen’s tendency to cite and approve New Deal issues can
be explained by these four factors. In laymen’s terms, analysis of covariance
calculates how much of the “variation” in an attitude (i.e., the spread among
differing responses to it) can be statistically accounted for by a group of ex-
planatory variables.!?

Table 5 reports the analysis of covariance results for the issue salience and
favorableness of the New Deal as a whole and of its eight most salient issues.
The percentage under each of the four explanatory variables indicates the
percentage of variation that it statistically accounts for independently of the
influence of the other three; and the total, which is the sum of these four fig-
ures, shows their combined explanatory impact. Whenever one of the three
environmental factors accounts for more thatn 1% of the variations in atti-
tudes about a New Deal program, it is preceded by either a plus or minus sign
to show whether its high values (e.g., large city size) or low values (e.g., weak
Democratic voting) are associated with the attitude in question. Differences
associated with religious affiliation will be discussed in more detail later,
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TABLE 5

Influences on New Deal Perspective*

Issue Salience Issue Favorableness
Religion  City Size Democratic Catholic Total Religion  City Size Democratic Catholic Total
‘ Votes Pop. Votes Pop.
Overall New Deal — — — — — 2.1% 0% 2%, 1% 2.4%
Social security 8.6% 1% -1.6% 0% 10.3% 7.9% .8% 4% 1% 9.2%
Public works 2.9% 2% 4% 1% 3.6% 3.6% 3% 8% —3.5% 8.2%
Relief 3.5% 5% 1% 3% 4.4% 1.2% + 38.9% +1.6% 1% 6.8%
AAA 3.7% 0% +2.2% 1% 6.0% 21.6% + 4.6% +2.2% +2.3% 380.7%
Taxes 3.9% 5% 0% 0% 4.4% 85% + 1.49% 4% -—-3%3.9% 14.2%
Budget 2.0% 0% -1.5% 0% 3.5% 3.9% +13.3% +1.6% +5.8% 24.5%
Bureaucracy 4.2% 1% 2% 0% 4,59 9.6% 0% 0% —-14% 11.0%
Prohibition 13.3% 2% 1% 1% 14.83% 16.7% + 2.4% 6% 5%  20.2%

*Issue salience is whether a clergyman mentions an issue in his letter (since all of them mentioned the New Deal, no varia-
tion occurs here); and issue favorableness is the degree of approval or disapproval tendered to a subject by those clergymen
who commented upon it. The percentages in this Table represent the proportion of the variation in the attitude in ques-
tion that can be statistically accounted for by the explanatory factor independently of the effects exerted by the other three.
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The overall results in Table 5 imply several conclusions. First and most
striking is that a clergyman’s religion, rather than the environment in which
he lived, exerted the most important influence on how he evaluated the New
Deal as religion had the greatest explanatory impact on all the salience and
seven of the nine favorableness items, usually by an overwhelming margin.
This probably results from religion’s being our one indicator of the actual in-
dividual, as apart from his broader social milieu which contains many differ-
ent types of people. Second, these potential explanatory factors had only a
moderate impact at best upon New Deal perspectives. The highest proportion
of explained variation for the salience items is a rather modest 13%; and only
three of the favorableness variables reach even the moderate 20% to 30%
range. Third, the explanatory power of these four variables, especially the en-
vironmental ones, was greater for favorableness than for salience. These sec-
ond and third findings suggest again that the socio-economic and political
problems of the time were so massive that almost everyone recognized them
but that some variations in how the New Deal was viewed stemmed from the
clergymen’s political and social predilections.

Fourth, we expected that residence in larger cities, more Democratic coun-
ties, and more heavily Catholic counties should be associated with support for
the New Deal since all these factors should bring political liberalism. These
hypotheses are generally supported, although significant exceptions occurred.
City size surprisingly had little effect on issue salience, but it was the most im-
portant determinant of the favorableness of attitudes about budgetary mat-
ters and relief with the larger cities being more favorably disposed toward
these two issues. City size was also associated with greater approval (or, more
accurately, less disapproval) of several other aspects of the New Deal, in-
cluding the AAA and agricultural policies. This last finding in conjunction
with the previously noted moralism of the clergymen’s criticism of the AAA
implies that these attitudes were stimulated by liberal-conservative differ-
ences, not by urban-rural ones as would have been expected. A Democratic
environment was also marginally associated with greater support for several
New Deal programs; and it was the only environmental variable significantly
affecting saliency. However, while clergymen from the more Republican
counties were more likely to cite the unpopular budget issue, the anticipated
greater Democratic response to popular issues and lesser to unpopular issues
was reversed for the AAA and social security. Finally, a Catholic religious en-
vironment was associated with two positive and three negative evaluations of
the New Deal. This mixture was probably caused by the very low percentage
of Catholic clergy in our sample which means that minority Protestants prob-
ably predominated in the returns from many Catholic areas. In any event, the
marginal influence of these environmental variables must still be stressed.

Since religion appears by far the most important influence on these atti-
tudes, we now turn to a more detailed comparison of the perspectives of clergy
in the six largest denominations in our sample — Congregationalists, Epis-
copalians, Baptists, Methodists, Catholics, and Unitarians. Table 6 presents
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salience and favorableness percentages for each of the denominations.
Because of the relatively small numbers in these religious categories, the num-
ber of issues for which meaningful comparisons can be made are substantially
reduced. In particular, extreme caution is warranted in interpreting any of
the “favorableness” percentages that are computed from numerical bases of

less than twenty.

TA

BLE6

Issue Salience and Favorableness by Denomination

Issue Unitarian Catholic Congreg. Episcopal Methodist Baptist

Sal  Fav  Sal Fav  Sal Fav Sal Fav Sal Fav Sal Fav
Overall
New Deal —~ 83% - 19% - 13% - 69% - 69% - 61%
Social
Security 71% 94% 21% 100%* 59% 92% 61% 93% 69% 92% 61% 91%
Public
Works  42% 80%* 29% 75%* 38% 55% 42% 68% 31% 64%* 3%6% 71%*
Relief 17% 50%* 14% 25%* 27% 45% 22% 64%* 26% 33%* 28% 3$6%*
AAA 21% 60%* 14% 0%* 20% 19%* 12% 17%* 387% 15%* 18% 14%*
Taxes 29% 14%* 11% 0%* 21% 32% 14% 14%* 14% 40%* 15% 17%*
Budget 183% 0%* 4% 0%* 16% 0%* 18% 0%* 23% O0%* 15% 16%*
Bureaucracy 13% 0%* 39% 0%* 23% 5%* 35% 12%* 40% 7%* 26% 0%*
Prohibition 4% 0%* 7% 0%* 27% 9% 8% 50%* 49% 0%* 36% 0%*

*Percentages calculated from numerical bases of less than twenty; they should be interpreted
with some caution.

Salience is the percentage of clergymen in a religion who commented on an issue; favorableness is
the percentage of those commenting on an issue favorably.

Given the only low to moderate proportions of variation explained by re-
ligion in Table 5, tremendous differences in these percentage figures should
not be expected. Still, some interesting differences among the denominations
emerge. Roosevelt and the New Deal proved popular with representatives of
all six religions as over 60 percent of each denomination expressed approval of
his administration. A significant variation in approval ratings did occur,
though, which is consistent with conventional images of these religions’
political and socio-economic orientations. FDR was most popular with the
Unitarians, whose “liberal” reputation evidently offset their upper class social
clientele, and the Catholics who were traditionally associated with
Democratic Party preference. His lowest rating, conversely, were with the
Baptists, whose presumed fundamentalism and conservatism should have
made them less likely to applaud the New Deal. Regarding public works and
relief, upper middle class Unitarians and Episcopalians may have taken a
“paternal” position — that the poor and needy should be cared for. They ex-
pressed the strongest support for these two issues and were the two denomina-
tions most interested in public works. The Unitarians also ranked first in con-
cern about social security. In addition, the more fundamentalist Baptists and
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Methodists, who traditionally had been concerned with liquor, and to a lesser
extent the Congregationalists, expressed the greatest interest in the repeal of
Prohibition. The most striking contrast about issue salience in Table 6 is the
Catholics’ 21 percent interest in social security as compared with the next
lowest score of 59 percent, perhaps reflecting stronger Catholic family struc-
ture and the greater ability of church charities to provide sustenance for the
aged and disabled. Some tendency existed for the Methodists, probably
reflecting a fundamentalist conservatism, to have been the most concerned
about expanding government as they ranked the highest in salience on
bureaucracy and corruption, the budget, and the AAA; also, they were the
least approving of Roosevelt’s public works and relief policies.

In sum, the Massachusetts clergy’s evaluation of the New Deal can be di-
vided into distinct pieces. On the one hand, the New Deal’s thrust to provide
“aid to needy and worthy” was seen as necessary and laudable, while on the
other hand those facets of the New Deal which were seen as creating handouts
to the undeserving, financial irresponsibility, governmental excess, and moral
decay were condemned. The facts that most of the issues raised by the clergy-
men were overwhelmingly approved or disapproved and that several potential
explanations for differences in their opinions proved to be relatively impor-
tant indicate widespread recognition of the socio-economic problems which
called forth the revolutionary New Deal programs and of both the credits and
debits of FDR'’s response to a prostrate America. Thus, the supporters and op-
ponents of the overall New Deal among the clergymen evidently saw the “help
for the needy and worthy” from a different vantage point. These opposing
perspectives formed the key determinant of whether the New Deal was given
an overall favorable or unfavorable evaluation. On the one hand, the minor-
ity of New Deal opponents applied their general logic of condemning govern-
mental excess and interference in the private sphere to “help for the needy
and worthy” as well. On the other hand, for the majority of clergy in our Mas-
sachusetts sample, the aid which these programs provided for needy and
worthy people justified them and, ultimately, the broader efforts of the New
Deal, despite its many untoward features.

Perhaps the most striking feature of these data is the relative weakness of
the opposition to the expansion of governmental services per se. Bureaucracy,
financial irresponsibility, and the dole received strong condemnation, but the
New Deal was generally praised for its programs in the areas of social security,
public works, and the regulation of holding companies and public utilities.
All these had been harshly condemned as components of Roosevelt’s “creep-
ing socialism” — a charge to which the clergy as a group should have been
particularly sensitive. Yet, only about a third of the responses extended their
opposition to big government and handouts for the undeserving to the issues
concerning “help for the needy and worthy.” On the other end of the ideolog-
ical spectrum, a significant number of clergymen avowed support for a social-
ist America; but many forms of governmental intervention into the private
sphere were overwhelmingly rejected. Clerical acceptance of a greatly broad-
ened scope for public authority was also in accord with the public opinion of
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that time which demanded increased public services.'* What emerges, then,
is a pragmatic, not an ideological, perspective upon the use of government.
Governmental activity should be encouraged where it is necessary for the
amelioration of valid and pressing social problems; but there were many
areas, definable upon rational and pragmatic grounds, where the restriction
of the public sphere was most definitely warranted.
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