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The author (right) and her sister in front of their ranch-style house in suburban Paramus, New Jersey, 1956. (Collection of Lizabeth Cohen)

I was born in February 1952, and after what was then a standard five-day stay at the hospital, I moved into my first home in Paramus, New Jersey, a brand-new ranch-style house in one of the many subdivisions being carved out of Paramus's woods and farms. My parents had recently bought this 960-square-foot house for $11,990, thanks to $2000 in savings crucially supplemented by a 4.5 percent GI mortgage for which my father qualified as a World War II vet. The GI Bill had already subsidized his business school education. Dorothy Rodbell and Paul Cohen had married two years earlier, when they were twenty-two and twenty-nine, respectively. For a long four months they had lived with my mother's parents in Manhattan as they navigated what was still a severe housing shortage following the war. In April 1950 they moved into a newly built garden apartment right across the George Washington Bridge in Fort Lee, New Jersey. Less than two years later, they became new suburban homeowners

My family's suburban voyage did not end in Paramus. Four years later, my sister now in tow, we moved three miles away to a larger, more expensive house in a more established, solidly middle-class town. Whereas our neighborhood of young families in Paramus had been socially and economically diverse—Protestants, Catholics, and Jews, professionals living next door to factory foremen, people employed locally as well as Manhattan commuters— our new town was more of a conventional bedroom community. Four years later, when I was eight, we were on the move again, this time to an upper-middle-class suburb in New York's Westchester County. Beyond my parents' upward mobility, measured through their serial acquisition of more expensive homes in communities of ever higher socioeconomic profiles, New Jersey's inadequate and overly property tax-dependent system of school funding had driven them away. Our new town had nationally touted public schools and a population willing and able to pay for them with steep property taxes, necessary despite New York's greater state support for its local schools.

During those first eight years of my life in New Jersey, I watched postwar mass suburbia develop, what in this book I call “the landscape of mass consumption.” New limited-access highways bypassed slower, established commercial routes. Along their path, suburban settlements sprouted on what had been fields of corn, celery, spinach, and cabbage. Shopping centers—in my case, Paramus's Bergen Mall and Garden State Plaza—became the new centers of community life, providing a place to spend a Saturday, to attend an evening concert, to take the children to visit Santa Claus, to see candidates campaign. Like many in my baby boomer generation, I grew up in a world of kids—on the block, in overflowing schools, and on television, where so many programs and advertisements seemed to have been made just for us, from Captain Kangaroo, Romper Room, and the Howdy Doody Show when we were young to Rin Tin Tin, Lassie, and American Bandstand as we grew older.

But my world was not only defined by class and age; race mattered as well. In both of these New Jersey towns, I remember few people who were not white: a handful of highly educated immigrants from Taiwan, no African Americans. The most prominent social division we lived with was between public and parochial school kids. In the more privileged community in Westchester, our recently built subdivision was very near to the substantial homes of two African-American families, one that of a doctor, the other of a dentist. Significantly, these families had built their beautiful custom houses on large plots of land on the edge of town. When new homes went up and expanded the town to its geographical borders in the early 1960s, these two black families found themselves suddenly surrounded by neighbors, but still on the social margins of the community.

As my world grew beyond my town, and I grew into adulthood, I became increasingly active in electoral politics, working on Eugene McCarthy's and then Robert Kennedy's presidential campaigns in 1968, for John Lindsay's reelection as mayor of New York in 1969, and as one of only a handful of paid staff on Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm's presidential campaign in 1972. Looking back on those campaigns, I now can identify political trends analyzed in this book—more reliance on television, more orientation toward professional expertise in polling and advertising, more targeted campaigning to segments of the electorate. In the Chisholm campaign in particular, one of our toughest challenges was balancing the conflicting agendas of our two main voter segments: white feminists and African Americans. Although civil rights and anti-Vietnam War activism preoccupied me, as it did many in my generation, I was nonetheless quite aware of the rising consumer movement of the 1960s and 1970s chronicled toward the end of this book. I admired Ralph Nader, for years considered grapes food for boycotting not eating, and welcomed increased government regulation of manufactured goods and the environment. I was vaguely aware that my father's cousin Arnold Elkind was appointed chairman of the National Commission on Product Safety by President Lyndon Johnson, taking some pride in my family's own small contribution to making modern America a safer place to live. Was I ever conscious during these years from 1952 to the mid-1970s of living in what this book calls a Consumers' Republic, an economy, culture, and politics built around the promises of mass consumption, both in terms of material life and the more idealistic goals of greater freedom, democracy, and equality? Probably not, but I did grow up cognizant of the privilege of living in such a prosperous United States, whose bounty I expected to be available to all Americans. Where it was not—in the trouble spots we called the Deep South, Appalachia, and Harlem—action needed to be taken. It is doubtful that I undertook any deeper analysis of the more complex underpinnings of the affluent society in which I grew up.

I tell my own story at length here not because it is unusual, but, quite the opposite, because it is not. The outlines of my life will prove to be common patterns lived by many Americans in the decades following World War II. I, along with many others, was a child of the Consumers' Republic, even if unaware of it at the time. Though that is my birthright, it is only through writing this book that I have come to terms with the benefits and costs of having grown up during the prosperous decades following World War II, in a society where the pursuit of that prosperity defined many more dimensions of life than most of us recognized at the time.

Although there are many ways that historians might conceptualize the second half of the twentieth century, which in our lifetimes has moved from the front pages of daily newspapers to the annals of history, I have put Americans' encounter with mass consumption at the center of my analysis. I am convinced that Americans after World War II saw their nation as the model for the world of a society committed to mass consumption and what were assumed to be its far-reaching benefits. Mass consumption did not only deliver wonderful things for purchase—the televisions, air conditioners, and computers that have transformed American life over the last half century. It also dictated the most central dimensions of postwar society, including the political economy (the way public policy and the mass consumption economy mutually reinforced each other), as well as the political culture (how political practice and American values, attitudes, and behaviors tied to mass consumption became intertwined). I am arguing that in the aftermath of World War II a fundamental shift in America's economy, politics, and culture took place, with major consequences for how Americans made a living, where they dwelled, how they interacted with others, what and how they consumed, what they expected of government, and much else. Other historians have stressed the Cold War as the fundamental shaper of postwar America. The Consumers' Republic had close ties to the Cold War, not least of which was its powerful symbolism as the prosperous American alternative to the material deprivations of communism. But I want to suggest as well that much of importance in America's postwar history happened outside of the Cold War frame, and applying it too exclusively can obscure other crucial developments.

Americans' identities as citizens and consumers are often presented as opposites. Citizens, individuals in a political relationship with government, are assumed to embrace a larger public interest, as they must fulfill duties and obligations in the larger society to earn basic rights and privileges. Consumers, concerned with satisfying private material desires, are often denigrated for their personal indulgence, perhaps stemming from the word's original meaning: “to devour, waste, and spend.”1 But it quickly became apparent to me that no simple distinction between these roles held true over the course of the twentieth century, particularly by the 1930s. Rather than isolated ideal types, citizen and consumer were ever-shifting categories that sometimes overlapped, often were in tension, but always reflected the permeability of the political and economic spheres. Hence, this book will describe several different citizen-consumer ideal types that prevailed at particular moments in time. Citizen consumers of the New Deal and World War II eras put the market power of the consumer to work politically, not only to save a capitalist America in the midst of the Great Depression, but also to safeguard the rights of individual consumers and the larger “general good.” In this effort, they often sought the government as ally. The competing ideal of the purchaser consumer during the late 1930s and World War II championed pursuit of self-interest in the marketplace out of confidence in the ameliorative effects of aggregate purchasing power; in wartime, however, such behavior would undermine home-front needs. In the postwar Consumers' Republic, a new ideal emerged—the purchaser as citizen—as an alluring compromise. Now the consumer satisfying personal material wants actually served the national interest, since economic recovery after a decade and a half of depression and war depended on a dynamic mass consumption economy. Most recently, during the last two decades, a new combined consumer/citizen/taxpayer/voterhas gained influence in a Consumerized Republic, where self-interested citizens increasingly view government policies like other market transactions, judging them by how well served they feel personally.

Analyzing the Consumers' Republic's integration of citizenship and consumership has engaged me in many other aspects of postwar American life: its class structure, race relations, and gender dynamics; the evolution of residential communities and commercial centers; the reshaping of mass markets; the changing role of government; and the many political efforts to promote new kinds of corporate and governmental policies toward consumers. This book explores all these issues.

One set of questions in particular, about the shifting boundaries of class in the postwar era, grew directly out of my previous work. When I finished an earlier book, Making a New Deal: Industrial Workers in Chicago, 1919-1939, over a decade ago, I found myself eager to probe what the industrial workers of the interwar era had experienced after World War II. Surely, at last, they had secured a foothold in the mass consumer society whose inclusiveness in the 1920s was limited and whose reach in the 1930s was foreshortened by the Great Depression. As I began to follow their story through World War II into the postwar era, I also investigated the experiences of more middle-class Americans to learn to what extent the lives of blue-and white-collar Americans converged in an era known as the heyday of “mass” consumption. How much, I wanted to know, did the supposedly cohesive (some contemporary critics went so far as to claim conformist) “mass” culture of the Eisenhower and Kennedy years erase the class as well as racial and ethnic distinctions that clearly had shaped the prewar era? If workers in the 1930s had effectively used their toehold in mass culture and mass consumption to transcend ethnic and racial divisions and mobilize as a working class, how might working-and middle-class Americans in the postwar period have exploited mass culture's integrative potential to eliminate their class differences?

I make no claims to be the first to recognize the centrality of mass consumption to twentieth-century American society. In fact, the increased attention paid it after the Second World War only supports my argument for its ubiquitousness in the postwar era. Awareness of the far-reaching impact of mass consumption began much earlier. At the turn of the century, economist Thorstein Veblen developed the concept of “conspicuous consumption” in his Theory of the Leisure Class (1899) to argue that social emulation expressed through extravagant personal display—not the purely rational economic motive to enrich oneself—motivated all social classes within the capitalist society of the Gilded Age to aspire to the standards set by the elite. Over the next decade, economist Simon Patten further extended the explanatory importance of mass consumption, though he found more to praise than Veblen did. Patten argued that as the American economy advanced from scarcity to abundance, the realm of consumption and leisure offered workers, many of them new immigrants, more satisfaction and pleasure than degrading industrial work and provided the nation with the chance to build a more cohesive society free of class and ethnic divisions.

It was in the post-World War II period, however, when mass consumption was extensively reshaping the nation, that theorists and critics most consistently identified it as a key influence in defining American society. Historian David Potter, in People of Plenty (1954), claimed that all of American history and Americans' “national character” derived from an economy of inexhaustible abundance. In the twentieth century that abundance took the form of a “consumer's culture,” and advertising “joined the charmed circle of institutions which fix the values and standards of society.” In 1957, in a controversial exposé of the new black middle class that he claimed had emerged over the previous two decades, Black Bourgeoisie, sociologist E. Franklin Frazier argued that this self-appointed African-American elite depended on “conspicuous consumption” in their own black world, social and material emulation of whites, and an overconfidence in the health of “Negro business” to compensate for deep-seated inferiority rooted in America's destructive history of racial segregation. A year later, in his best-seller The Affluent Society (1958), economist John Kenneth Galbraith blamed the voracious American pursuit of private consumption and the engines of corporate advertising that fed it for neglecting “social consumption”—the roads, schools, hospitals, and other infrastructure needed for a humane society. “Private opulence amid public squalor” was how Galbraith condemned what he saw around him.

David Riesman, in two collections of essays—The Lonely Crowd: A Study of the Changing American Character (1950) and Abundance for What? (1964, but including many essays written during the 1950s)—probed the numerous ways that affluence was changing American society. He focused particularly on the new “social character” of “other-directedness,” marked by a greater orientation to peer groups which, he argued, had come, with the new frontier of consumption, to replace the “inner-directedness” connected to an earlier economy and culture of production. With the publication of One-Dimensional Man (1964), Herbert Marcuse brought the cultural criticism of the Frankfurt School of Hegelian Marxism to an emerging New Left in America, deploring the extent to which mass consumption and mass culture bought complacency from the masses, dulling their capacity for intellectual, spiritual, and political resistance. And Daniel Bell, in The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism (1976), despaired that late capitalist consumerism fueled personal gratification over the needs of what he called the “public household,” dangerously undermining social solidarity and shared, previously religion-based moral values.2 Each of these trenchant observers of society and many others I have not mentioned, though advancing diverse and in many cases conflicting views of modern capitalism, recognized that mass consumption had become a central defining engine, not simply of the American economy but of its politics and culture as well.

The critique of mass consumption, of course, went far beyond the biting commentary and far-ranging analyses of intellectuals. The Beats in the 1950s, the hippies in the 1960s, the “Small Is Beautiful” and environmentally sensitive Greens of the 1970s, and some strands of the religious right of the 1980s all developed identities based on a rejection of a mainstream culture built around mass consumption. Cultural rebels shared intellectuals' obsession with mass consumption, even as they defined themselves as counter-cultural by denouncing its values and practices, confirming just how much mass consumption stood at the core of how Americans regarded their society in the second half of the twentieth century.

At the heart of my analysis of postwar America is the concept of the Consumers' Republic. This was not a term that Americans used at the time to refer to the world in which they were living. It is my shorthand for what I document in Chapter 3 was a strategy that emerged after the Second World War for reconstructing the nation's economy and reaffirming its democratic values through promoting the expansion of mass consumption. Inevitably, the Consumers' Republic becomes an abstraction in this book that may at times seem to obscure from view the agency of individual actors and social groups. That is never my intention, but I realize that this ambiguity may be the cost of putting a name to what was in reality a complex shared commitment on the part of policymakers, business and labor leaders, and civic groups to put mass consumption at the center of their plans for a prosperous postwar America. To discuss the repeated articulation and implementation of this consensus view every time I make reference to its common priorities would be tiresome indeed. Where and when these shapers of postwar society disagreed, I have made every effort to reveal their differences.

As for my use of “republic,” I employ it because it invokes the language that was used so often after the Second World War to describe America's national mission in the Cold War world. In the hands of the “consensus historians” of the 1950s, the American Revolution and the subsequent United States Constitution became moments of careful republic building, not the more democratic struggle of “the people” against “the interests” that the preceding generation of “Progressive historians” like Charles Beard and Carl Becker had emphasized. Clinton Rossiter's Seedtime of the Republic (1953) and Edmund Morgan's The Birth of the Republic (1956) were only two of many volumes to appear that stressed the more conservative commitments of the nation's founders to political stability, economic development, and international security—not so unlike the goals of the United States in the Cold War era, it might be noted. Likewise, the Pledge of Allegiance to the American flag “and to the republic for which it stands,” originally written in 1892 but not officially given congressional sanction until 1942, took on new popularity in the 1950s, prompting Congress to add the phrase “under God” in 1954 to make it more censorious of a “godless” communist enemy.3 Although the label the Consumers' Republic never crossed the lips or flowed from the pens of those writing in the 1950s, its insights and language would have felt familiar to many of them.

I turn to New Jersey at a number of crucial moments in this book, such as when I seek to probe closely the World War II home front, civil rights activism after the war, booming postwar suburbs and shopping centers in the shadow of declining cities, and battlegrounds for the consumer movement of the 1960s and 1970s. After spending the first eight years of my life in New Jersey, I returned there to live with my own family from 1994 to 1997 in the midst of researching the book (ironically to find myself thrown into the same school funding wars that had discouraged my parents more than thirty years earlier). This book moves back and forth between exploring national trends and rooting them in the localities of New Jersey. Both views, a bird's-eye capturing Washington, D.C., and the fifty states and a closer-up picture where more subtle patterns and interactions can be gleaned, are crucial to my analysis.

To some extent, I could have situated this local investigation anywhere; the trends I explore occurred nationally. But in some critical ways, New Jersey proved the ideal setting. It was the quintessential postwar suburban state. Despite a population growth of almost two million between 1940 and 1960— a 50 percent increase in two decades—every major city except Paterson lost population, and Paterson barely offset the out-migration of higher-income residents to the suburbs with a large in-migration of low-income people with a high birthrate. As the postwar era progressed, as much as 70 percent of the state would qualify as suburban.4 And perhaps even more significant, New Jersey had an activist state supreme court over the postwar period that made decisions, often historic ones, arising out of the critical social, economic, and cultural changes under way in the era. The suburbanization of residences and commerce and the new inequalities that resulted from them—through restrictive zoning, increasingly unaffordable privatized housing, growing differentials in school spending, and disputes over free speech and assembly in privately owned shopping centers, the new “town centers” of the suburbs—all engaged the New Jersey Supreme Court's attention. Historians, like journalists, policymakers, and citizens more generally, tend to pay most attention to the decisions of the United States Supreme Court, but in the second half of the twentieth century crucial debates around rights deemed to be protected by state constitutions were reserved for state courts to adjudicate. To look only at the federal courts is to lose sight of pivotal battles that took place over the consequences of creating a landscape of mass consumption during the era of the Consumers' Republic.

Part I of this book, “The Origins of the Postwar Consumers' Republic,” begins by rooting the new postwar order in a longer history of the place of consumption in the American economy and politics, including what I call the “first-wave consumer movement” of the Progressive Era at the beginning of the twentieth century. I then focus on the 1930s, when, I argue, the critical foundations of the postwar Consumers' Republic were laid. Statemakers at the top and women and African Americans at the grass roots, many denied access to traditional avenues of power, seized upon the citizen consumer role as a new way of upholding the public interest. They thereby built a “second-wave consumer movement.” How and why did attention to mass consumption and the influence of mass consumers grow in an era of horrifying depression, I ask, and what kinds of expectations did politically engaged citizen consumers harbor for their society? Chapter 2 moves into the era of World War II, when the link between consumption and citizenship was reinforced by government agencies like the Office of Price Administration, by women who essentially managed the home front through their domestic and civic activities, and by African Americans who experienced their denial of full citizenship regularly through their exclusion from sites of consumption, such as at theaters, restaurants, hotels, and commissaries on military bases. I probe how different groups imagined postwar America as a result of their wartime experiences, promoting competing visions for what “the return to normalcy” would mean.

Part II, “The Birth of the Consumers' Republic,” introduces the vision that won out, the notion of a Consumers' Republic that entrusted the private mass consumption marketplace, supported by government resources, with delivering not only economic prosperity but also loftier social and political ambitions for a more equal, free, and democratic nation. In Chapter 3, I investigate how key postwar policies, such as the GI Bill, revisions in the wartime income tax, and the restructuring of collective bargaining, were designed to promote the goals of the Consumers' Republic, and I assess their actual impact, particularly on the fate of women and the working class. Chapter 4 undertakes the same kind of analysis of how the infrastructure supporting the Consumers' Republic played out for a third social group, African Americans. I explore the benefits and costs to black Americans of a postwar society built around the promises of a mass consumer market.

Part III, “The Landscape of Mass Consumption,” consists of a pair of chapters: Chapter 5, devoted to the transformation in residential patterns resulting from the suburbanization of metropolitan areas; and Chapter 6, concerned with the new commercial marketplace structures that accompanied the decentralization of urban living. The expansion of mass suburbia—a plan to solve the horrendous postwar housing shortage through the extensive construction of privately owned, single-family homes—promised to create a more egalitarian and democratic society as more Americans than ever before would own a stake in their communities. But the outcome—measured by how many enjoyed a fair share of property and prime public services—fell far short of these aspirations. Likewise, regional shopping centers promoted themselves as the new civic centers of booming suburban towns. But their dominance over commercial life crippled existing market centers, and their legal status as privately owned property raised new challenges to free speech and assembly. Through the restructuring of both residential communities and commercial centers, the Consumers' Republic introduced new kinds of divisions in postwar society while it aimed, with its democratic ambitions, to overcome old ones.

Part IV, “The Political Culture of Mass Consumption,” consists of another pair of chapters, the first on culture, the second on politics. In Chapter 7, I investigate the shifting strategies employed by marketers and advertisers to promote the mass consumption at the base of the Consumers' Republic. As the initial assumption that mass consumption was best supported through mass marketing retreated in the face of saturated markets and declining profits, a new approach—market segmentation—gained ground by the late 1950s, bringing with it implications that transcended who sold what to whom. I particularly look at how political campaigners and politicians applied the formulas of market segmentation to the political arena and assess their impact on the practice of campaigning, on the way candidates and voters related to each other, and on the viability of our political system itself. Finally, Chapter 8 examines the political movement that challenged many of the directions the Consumers' Republic had taken by the mid-1960s. I argue that the “third-wave consumer movement” of the 1960s and 1970s grew out of unfulfilled promises of the Consumers' Republic. Mobilized purchasers as citizens were both propelled by their expectations as participants in the Consumers' Republic and constrained by the limitations of that vision. When the nation went into severe economic crisis in the mid-1970s, the critical underpinnings of the Consumers' Republic and its associated consumer movement collapsed, though the assumption that consumer well-being was central to the well-being of America persisted. My story closes by following how presidents from Ford through Clinton transformed the Consumers' Republic into what I call the Consumerization of the Republic, justifying the new order by claiming it served the interests of consumers. In a concluding Epilogue, I briefly bring this history into the present day and suggest some of the implications to be drawn from this analysis of postwar America.

I hope that readers, aware of how my life has conformed to the larger patterns set out in this book, will begin to contemplate how their own lives may also have been shaped by these economic, political, social, and cultural structures that reigned over the second half of the twentieth century and still are with us in many ways today. But in urging that consideration, I mean in no way to imply that individuals do not still make critically important choices about where they live and shop, what they consume, and how they relate to government as citizens, nor that societies like ours should not monitor and redress the unacceptable outcomes, such as discrimination and inequality, that may result from their seemingly inflexible infrastructures. Recognizing the societal pressures toward certain kinds of thinking and behaving ultimately makes independent action not less significant but more so. If we all are citizens and we all are consumers, how we choose to mix the two reveals a great deal about who we are as individual Americans as well as about the virtue of the America we live in at any particular moment in time.
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A paradox arose in the midst of the Great Depression of the 1930s. Hard times forced many Americans to struggle to find and keep work, to feed their families, and to hold on to their homes or pay their rent. Yet increasingly they were being viewed by policymakers—and were thinking of themselves—as consumers, as purchasers of goods in the marketplace. Even as many people were barely making ends meet in the thirties, two images of the consumer came to prevail and, in fact, competed for dominance. On the one hand, what I will call citizen consumers were regarded as responsible for safeguarding the general good of the nation, in particular for prodding government to protect the rights, safety, and fair treatment of individual consumers in the private marketplace. On the other hand, purchaser consumers were viewed as contributing to the larger society more by exercising purchasing power than through asserting themselves politically.

Overleaf: From the Great Depression to the end of the Second World War, the foundations of the Consumers' Republic began to be laid, as consumers figured ever more centrally in efforts to achieve a more prosperous economy and democratic polity. During World War II, for example, the home construction industry organized traveling “Post-War Home” shows to entice Americans with models of the kind of houses they could expect to buy at war's end. Consumers across the economic spectrum were encouraged to imagine “home” as a newly built, single-family detached house for purchase in the suburbs, not a rented residence in a multiple dwelling in the city. (Courtesy of Northwest Museum of Arts & Culture/Eastern Washington State Historical Society, Spokane)

Consider these two contrasting depictions of the consumer from the 1930s. When in 1933, Congress passed the National Industrial Recovery Act, it authorized this keystone program of the first New Deal to include representatives of the “consuming public” alongside business and labor. In practice this meant that the National Recovery Administration (NRA) made consumers members of some code authorities as well as established a Consumer Advisory Board (CAB), which, despite a constant struggle to get equitable recognition from NRA officials, gave consumers a legitimate voice in the federal government's efforts to foster recovery. After angry consumer advocates descended upon Washington to complain about the inadequacy of the CAB, a Consumers' Counsel was added as well.

The comments of one of CAB's members, the prominent Columbia University sociologist Robert S. Lynd, document well the citizen consumer perspective that prevailed among New Dealers at the time. Again and again Lynd articulated the importance of empowering consumers—whom he labeled “forgotten men”—to a viable democracy. The consumer “stands there alone—a man barehanded, against the accumulated momentum of 43,000,000 horse power and their army of salesmen, advertising men, and other jockeys. He knows he buys wastefully … that his desires and insecurities are exploited continually, that even his Government withholds from him vitally important information by which both it and industry save millions of dollars annually.” As a remedy, Lynd and other New Dealers repeatedly called for permanent representation of the consumer point of view in government, most fully through the creation of a federal consumer agency to complement those already devoted to commerce, agriculture, and labor. They also sought protections for consumers against exploitation by business or government, such as requiring quality and labeling standards for all products. Nothing less than the viability of American democracy was at stake, Lynd insisted. “The only way that democracy can survive … is through the quality of living it can help the rank-and-file of its citizens to achieve,” not simply an adequate standard of living.1

The competing vision of Americans as purchaser consumers came through powerfully in a twenty-six-minute public relations film that the Chevrolet Motor Company produced in 1937, entitled From Dawn to Sunset. Released only months after General Motors, Chevrolet's parent company, signed an historic union contract with the United Auto Workers (UAW), it depicted employees in twelve plant cities serving the corporation and the nation more as purchasers of goods, including but by no means limited to cars, than as workers in factories. The film followed the typical day of an “army of interdependent automotive workers and salaried personnel” in these twelve cities, showing repeated scenes of workers receiving pay packets and then, often accompanied by wives and children, spending them in downtown stores on everything from new living-room furniture to children's bicycles and stylish clothing. To triumphal music, the narrator proclaimed that “tens of thousands of men on one single payroll have money for themselves and their families to spend,” making possible “the pleasure of buying, the spreading of money, and the enjoyment of all the things that paychecks can buy.”

Chevrolet obviously had a vested interest in depicting new UAW members as well-paid and job-secure customers rather than as tenacious rank-and-file unionists. But much more was at stake. That Chevrolet sought to improve its public image by boasting that “the purchasing power of pay packets fuels the local economies of twelve plant cities” revealed the company's confidence in consumers as the savior of the nation's economy. Because “America has a ready purse and gives eager acceptance to what the men of motors have built,” the United States will enjoy “a prosperity greater than history has ever known,” the film proclaimed. It was the buying power of consumers in the aggregate, not the protection of individual consumers in the marketplace, that manufacturers like General Motors, along with a growing number of economists and government officials by the late 1930s, thought would bring the United States out of depression and ensure its survival as a democratic nation.2

Why in the thirties did a wide range of Americans, from ordinary citizens to policymakers, begin to recognize that consumer interests and behavior had profound economic and political consequences for the nation? And what did it mean that they endorsed two very different prescriptions—the citizen consumer and the purchaser consumer—for the proper role of consumers? Answering these questions matters not only for understanding the 1930s, but the decades that followed as well. The new expectations that Americans developed during the Great Depression for how consumers should contribute to a healthy economy and polity would leave a legacy for World War II and the postwar era.

DISCOVERING THE CONSUMER INTEREST

The 1930s, of course, were not the first time that Americans took note of the importance of consumption and consumers. Almost from its initial European settlement, America participated in an economy of commercial exchange, and gradually over the centuries a market revolution increased the amount of goods that Americans purchased rather than made at home (or did without). Not only did people consume more ready-made products as time passed, but the accumulation of luxury goods—at first, imported china and textiles, later fineries manufactured domestically—marked distinctions among Americans, such as between urban and rural dwellers and among social classes. Moreover, at crucial moments of political conflict, Americans exercised their clout as consumers, withdrawing their purchasing power to put economic pressure on their opponents. On the eve of the American Revolution of the late eighteenth century, colonists shirked imported British tea and fabrics. Likewise, nineteenth-century workers organized boycotts of their employers' goods as part of their campaigns for shorter hours, higher wages, and better working conditions. But despite the longstanding significance of consumption in their lives, when Americans before the twentieth century contemplated what made for the most robust national economy, the most stable American polity, and the most independent citizenry, they overwhelmingly pointed to the vitality of production and the power of producers.3

The Progressive Era of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries marked a significant shift toward recognizing the centrality of consumers to the nation's economy and polity, so much so that I will refer to it as the “first-wave consumer movement.” Aspects of the Progressive program could qualify as proto-citizen consumer, anticipating as they did concerns and responses that would emerge more fully in the “second-wave consumer movement” of the 1930s and 1940s. The Progressives identified consumers as a new category of the American citizenry, an ideal broad-based constituency desirous and deserving of political and social reforms to limit the dangers of an industrializing, urbanizing, and politically corruptible twentieth-century America. Because all men and women were thought to suffer as consumers from unfairly jacked-up prices, defective manufactured goods, and unresponsive if not deceitful politicians, reform was easily pursued in their name. Progressives sought more direct democracy—primaries, initiatives, referenda, recalls, and female suffrage—as well as specific remedies to protect consumers and taxpayers from exploitation, such as municipal and consumer ownership of utilities and fairer tax policies. The Pure Food and Drug Act and the Meat Inspection Act (1906), although weak, were passed to set some minimum standards for the safety and quality of goods increasingly being produced for national markets. And Progressives promoted anti-trust legislation, culminating in the Federal Trade Commission Act (FTC, 1914), to protect against monopolies that violated an idealized America where consumers were best served by local, independent, and competitive businesses.4

Consumers at the grass roots complemented Progressive reformers' efforts by asserting their power in the marketplace. Housewives in some local communities successfully boycotted merchants to bring down prices when they climbed too high. Particularly well documented are the protests of New York's immigrant Jewish housewives in kosher meat boycotts in 1902, rent strikes in 1904 and 1907-08, and cost-of-living protests in 1917.5

Likewise, organized workers who long had rejected wage labor as slavery depriving workers of their freedom as citizen producers now accepted the reality of industrialized labor and began to agitate for “a living wage” adequate to provide an “American standard of living” for working-class consumers. A fair shake at consumption—achievable through the eight-hour day, government-regulated minimum wages, and union labels—seemed to promise workers both a better quality of life and full rights as citizens. In the tradition of their nineteenth-century antecedents, workers also expanded their use of consumer boycotts to punish uncooperative employers, as during the Seattle labor movement's impressive organizing drive after World War I.6

Most visible nationally were the efforts of middle-class women's reform organizations, such as the National Consumers' League (NCL) and its state chapters, to convince female consumers to practice “ethical consumption,” selective buying to pressure employers and the state to improve wages and working conditions for employed women and children. Through its symbolic “Consumers' White Label” campaign, for example, the league urged consumers to purchase only white muslin underwear bearing a label testifying to its manufacture under morally acceptable and sanitary conditions, both to protect their own families from injurious goods and to lobby for protective labor legislation, child labor laws, and improvements in retail and factory work environments. The NCL viewed consumer organization instrumen-tally as a strategy to better the working conditions of producers; only tangentially did it concern itself with the exploitation of the consumer.7

During the 1920s mass consumption—the production, distribution, and purchase of standardized, brand-name goods aimed at the broadest possible buying public—grew more prevalent. By the end of the decade, most Americans, regardless of how much money they had to spend, recognized the growing dominance of mass consumption in the nation's purchasing. Not all Americans participated equally in mass consumer markets; many more lacked a car, washing machine, vacuum cleaner, and radio in 1930 than had one. Yet the expansion of a middle class with more time and money to spend, the extension of consumer credit and installment buying, and the burgeoning of advertising ensured that more and more Americans would consider themselves mass consumers by the 1930s.8

At the same time that mass consumption boomed in the 1920s, however, governments only acted minimally to protect consumers from the growing dangers of substandard and sometimes dangerous products, unfair pricing, and misleading advertising. Manufacturers, distributors, and advertisers essentially enjoyed free rein in the increasingly national mass marketplace. During this business-dominated decade, consumers' political consciousness was not high. Much of the fervor had gone out of Progressive Era reform movements. But so long as exciting new products like automobiles, radios, and household appliances kept coming on the market, and affluence seemed to be growing—at least for the middle and upper classes who could afford these consumer durables—few challenged the status quo by calling for stronger regulation.9 General acceptance of a doctrine of “voluntary compliance” even weakened the authority of the existing regulatory agencies established during the Progressive Era, the FTC and the Federal Drug Administration (FDA). Rather, those in power in a Republican-dominated Washington argued that the consumers' and manufacturers' joint interests were best served by allowing business to pursue unfettered technological innovations and economic efficiencies. The free market would do the rest to deliver to consumers the best-quality goods at the cheapest prices.

As most Americans concentrated on getting ever greater access to the fruits of mass consumption, some persistent Consumers' Leaguers and unionists still sought to enlist consumers in the battle to improve the conditions under which these goods were made. But few Americans during these years considered consumers a self-conscious, identifiable interest group on a par with labor and business whose well-being required attention for American capitalism and democracy to prosper. That shift in mind-set would await the economic collapse of the Great Depression and the second-wave consumer movement it inspired.

The depression and the Democratic administration's eclectic efforts to overcome it, collectively known as the New Deal, remade the American political economy. A national welfare state emerged, industrial relations were restructured around state-sanctioned collective bargaining, and the federal government assumed a more active role in the economy. Less often mentioned but equally noteworthy was a growing recognition by those in and out of government of the importance of considering the consumer interest in reconstructing a viable economy and polity. By the end of the depression decade, invoking “the consumer” would become an acceptable way of promoting the public good, of defending the economic rights and needs of ordinary citizens.

Economist John Kenneth Galbraith argued in his American Capitalism of 1952, and historian Ellis Hawley elaborated a decade later, that a lasting impact of the New Deal lay in the way it implemented the concept of “countervailing power” or “counterorganization.” By this Galbraith and Hawley meant the New Deal government's efforts to organize economically weak groups to balance more powerful interests. This approach to restoring the economic equilibrium upset by the Great Depression avoided more direct confrontation with existing bastions of power such as big business.10

Well known is the New Deal's “counterorganization” of farmers, laborers, and small businessmen. Less appreciated is its growing attentiveness to consumers as a way of institutionalizing, and protecting, the public interest. As the federal government vastly expanded in authority, it became imperative politically that the general good somehow be represented. Making “consumers” a residual category and empowering them to speak for the public became a way of mitigating the excessive power of other political blocs, including the state itself. Attending to the consumer also conformed to another prevailing tendency of the New Deal, the commitment to resuscitate a severely damaged economy without jettisoning the basic tenets of capitalism. Empowering the consumer seemed to many New Dealers a way of enhancing the public's stake in society and the economy while still preserving the free enterprise system.

The concrete achievements of what I have termed the second-wave consumer movement could be considered meager.11 But that assessment misses how the Great Depression spawned a larger reconceptualization of the role of the consumer among state policymakers and in civil society that World War II and the postwar period would extend. “I believe we are at the threshold of a fundamental change in our popular economic thought,” Franklin Roosevelt forecast in his presidential campaign of 1932, “[and] that in the future we are going to think less about the producer and more about the consumer.”12 Although FDR's administration would only gradually break with the classical economic thinking that had dominated during the 1920s and early depression, by the end of his presidency in 1945 he had presided over a recalibration of the balance between consumer and producer interests thought necessary to keep a democratic society and capitalist economy viable. Longtime consumer activist Esther Peterson, who served in the administrations of Presidents Kennedy, Johnson, and Carter, would unequivocably assert years later: “The idea of consumer representation came during the F.D.R. period.”13

Roosevelt's perception as early as 1932 that the consumer was becoming more central likely grew out of a rumbling of consumer discontent that had begun in the mid-1920s and intensified as the depression worsened in the early 1930s. In best-selling books such as Stuart Chase's The Tragedy of Waste (1925), Chase and Frederick J. Schlink's Your Money's Worth (1927), and Schlink and Arthur Kallet's 100,000,000 Guinea Pigs: Dangers in Everyday Foods, Drugs, and Cosmetics (1933), a small coterie of economists, engineers, and social activists began to call for impartial product testing and enforced commodity standards to protect consumers from the deceptions of merchandisers. Consumers, they argued, were paying too high a price for the success of mass production. Soon after Your Money's Worth appeared, Schlink transformed his small, local consumer club and testing lab in White Plains, New York, into a more substantial national organization, Consumers' Research, with its own bimonthly publication and a membership of 40,000 by 1932 that was growing fast. Other independent product-testing organizations, Inter-mountain Consumers' Service and Consumers Union, followed. Although highly critical of the abuse of consumers, particularly by advertisers, these consumer advocates did not call for any major structural changes in the economy or government. Rather, they hoped that scientific research into product quality would allow the free market to work better, by creating more knowledgeable consumers capable of keeping exploitative merchandisers in check. As Americans faced steadily declining incomes with the deterioration of the economy in the 1930s, they increasingly looked to the burgeoning consumer movement's books and publications for help in getting the most from their dollars.14

Consumer cooperatives, retail outlets owned and operated by their customers, were another aspect of the consumer movement to which Roosevelt paid increasing attention during his presidency, ultimately establishing a special commission in 1936 to study their success abroad. Although the cooperative movement predated the 1930s and was never as influential in the United States as in Europe—involving only 1.5 percent of all retail sales nationally—a new wave of interest in consumer cooperatives accompanied the Great Depression. Estimates indicate that co-op associations and membership more than doubled between 1933 and 1936, and again by 1940, enjoying “mushroom growth,” in the words of the New Jersey Federation of Consumer Cooperatives. Before the 1930s, cooperativism was mostly the project of utopians devoted to bringing the Rochdale ideal of worker-owned stores and housing from England to America or of ethnic groups like Finns, with their tradition of cooperatives, and Italians, eager to buy their native foods. During the depression decade, however, cooperative ventures attracted more diverse consumers—middle-class suburbanites, labor union members, African-American community groups, and others.

The depression also saw an expansion of the goods and services offered cooperatively to include electricity, petroleum, telephones, appliances, restaurants, insurance, credit unions, milk, medical care, laundry, and housing. The cooperative system broadened beyond retail sales as well to encompass wholesale distribution and even, in a few cases, production in cooperatively owned factories. While cooperative leaders were ideologically committed to building an alternative social order around the elimination of the profit motive, a vision that most cooperative buyers did not fully embrace, by participating in cooperative ventures members nonetheless became more aware of their interests as consumers and of possible alternatives to the traditional capitalist marketplace. When the Newark Consumers' Cooperative League, for example, decided to launch its operation with a cooperative laundry, it hoped to save its members money not through the “false economy [of striving] for lower prices by beating down the wages of labor,” but by expanding its membership base. The league extended “a special invitation to trade unionists and workers of all kinds to recognize their position as consumers and as such to ally themselves to their fellows.”15
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The Consumers' Club of Jersey Homesteads in Hightstown, New Jersey (later renamed Roosevelt), organized a cooperative grocery store and kosher butcher shop, thereby participating in the trend toward cooperative buying that flourished during the Great Depression. (Courtesy of Library of Congress)

FDR's interest in the consumer was also undoubtedly fed by liberal reformers both within and outside his circle of advisers as they grappled with ways to pull the United States out of the Great Depression. Rexford Tugwell, Gardiner Means, Raymond Moley, and Adolf Berle, Jr., were all Columbia University professors (two economists, a political scientist, and a lawyer, respectively) who became part of Roosevelt's “brains trust,” advising him through the 1932 campaign and into office. In advocating a planned economy to balance the narrow self-interest of business, these advisers considered consumers a crucial part of the larger community whose interests needed to be taken better into account.16 A political challenge to the Democratic Party and Roosevelt from the left, moreover, put the consumer at the center of a critique of the mainstream political parties. In the fall of 1929, democratic and educational theorist John Dewey and progressive economist Paul Douglas founded a new third party, the League for Independent Political Action, around the interests of consumers, because “the needs and troubles of the people are connected with problems of consumption, with problems of the maintenance of a reasonably decent and secure standard of living.” The existing parties, they argued, grew out of “that stage of American life when the American people as a whole felt that society was to advance by means of industrial inventions and their application,” and Americans still clung to protecting the interests of producers at the expense of consumers, even when that era had long passed.

Although the league was loosely modeled on the British Labour Party, it saw its primary political base not in the working class but in the middle class—teachers, small merchants, and white-collar workers—which, in Dewey's words, “represents most adequately the interests of the consumer.” The league never gained much popular political support, and in targeting the middle classes even managed to alienate otherwise sympathetic Socialists. But Dewey's and Douglas's prominence in progressive circles and their writings, such as Dewey's three-part series “The Need for a New Party” in The New Republic (March-April 1931) and Douglas's The Coming of a New Party (1932), drew attention to the converging interests of consumers in the economy and voting citizens in a democracy.17 Even before the New Deal had come into being, then, the consumer was being clothed in the mantle of the public interest. Over the course of the 1930s, New Deal policymakers would experiment with different ways of recognizing consumers, and consumers themselves would increasingly mobilize around that identity to make economic and political demands of those in power.

While many different conceptions of the proper role for consumers circulated in the experimental air of the New Deal era, the two conceptions mentioned earlier—what I have called the citizen consumer and the purchaser consumer—predominated. The citizen consumer ideal was embraced by New Deal policymakers in Washington and consumer activists at the grass roots, both of whom sought consumer representation in government and new legislation and regulation to protect consumers better in the marketplace. In contrast, the purchaser consumer perspective saw consumers as the potential source of expanded demand that could pull the United States out of severe depression. Although advocates of these two viewpoints usually favored one over the other, it was possible for policymakers to embrace both. Given that the citizen consumer ideal emerged alongside the first New Deal during President Roosevelt's first term, and the purchaser consumer more systematically later in the decade with the acceptance of a Keynesian approach to managing the economy, some New Dealers moved from the first concept to the second, and others found it possible to endorse both simultaneously.

PROMOTING THE CITIZEN CONSUMER FROM
WASHINGTON

Roosevelt's New Deal institutionalized the consumer viewpoint in many of its agencies, although concrete achievements in protecting consumers' rights and needs remained limited. The NRA provided the prototype. Its basic premise was that industrialists within particular economic sectors should agree upon codes of fair competition setting minimum prices and maximum wages and working hours, free of any anti-trust prosecution, to expand consumption and thereby draw the nation out of depression. In recognition of consumers' key role in recovery, the NRA placed consumers alongside labor and business on some NRA code authorities and on a Consumer Advisory Board.

Members of the CAB often expressed frustration with the business orientation of the code authorities and NRA administrators, who too often seemed to forsake consumer protection to invoke the old mutuality of interests between business and consumers through patriotic campaigns, such as those featuring display cards with the NRAs blue eagle that urged, “When you buy cigars you help provide incomes for farmers, labor, salesmen, dealers and yourself. Buy now.”18 The truth was that NRA administrators under the leadership of director General Hugh Johnson still functioned within a classical economic paradigm where attention focused on achieving recovery through more efficient production, with the assumption that increased consumption would follow automatically. The reigning “Say's Laws of Markets” assured classical economists that in a competitive market system the supply of goods and the demand for them would always reach equilibrium, a perfect system with self-correcting feedback mechanisms. Administration officials may have viewed underconsumption as a major cause of depression, but they still believed that the route to improving consumer fortunes—and hence the economy—lay with assisting business, not its customers.19

Nonetheless, CAB members managed “to make consumers' wants known” in the corridors of power. Staffed with liberal, consumer-minded economists, sociologists, and reformers like Robert S. Lynd, Gardiner Means, and Paul Douglas, the CAB battled the code authorities and NRA administrators to protect consumers from prices fixed too high, to implement quality standards and informational labeling of goods to ensure that consumers got their money's worth, and to sponsor county-level consumer councils to make consumers' voices heard at the local level. When the NRA went defunct in 1935, after the United States Supreme Court ruled it unconstitutional, the CAB was dismissed by many as a failure, along with the rest of the NRA. But that rejection overlooks the mark it left on national consciousness. As sociologist and CAB member Lynd noted, “It was no secret around Washington as the N.R.A. episode wore on that the consumer representatives in Washington embodied this ‘public interest' in their proposals day in and day out far more nearly than did either of the far bigger and better supported advisory boards representing industry and labor.” Whereas once business was assumed by definition to serve the general welfare as it prospered, by the end of the NRA it was generally understood among policymakers that the public interest needed independent representation to balance producers and labor. Empowering “consumers” as a distinct constituency offered a viable strategy for protecting the general good.20

The Agricultural Adjustment Administration's (AAA) Office of the Consumer Counsel proved the most effective model for incorporating the consumer interest, both because of its official status within the agency and the strong leadership of its successive counsels, liberal reformers Frederick C. Howe and Donald E. Montgomery. While the AAA devoted itself to increasing farm prices by controlling supply to restore the livelihoods and purchasing power of farmers, the counsel's office watched out for the consumer, lobbying to ensure that farm produce was plentiful enough and price increases fair. Although the counsel did not always succeed in protecting consumers' best interests, he and his department managed to keep the public informed about how agricultural policy affected them through press conferences, radio broadcasts, and the regular publication of the Consumers' Guide, which by the mid-1930s had become almost a service organ of the consumer movement.21

Another effective effort at involving consumers in New Deal programs revolved around delivering reasonably priced electricity to American farmers. The Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA, established in 1933) and particularly the Rural Electrification Administration (REA, established in 1936) organized and financed cooperative associations to bring electricity to rural America, so poorly served by private power companies that as late as 1935, nine out often rural homes were not electrified. In mobilizing people at the grass roots, these government-sanctioned and -supported cooperatives became long-lasting strongholds of consumer activism.22 Furthermore, a number of other successful New Deal agencies not commonly associated with consumer advocacy aimed to protect consumers while also propping up the institutional foundations of capitalism: the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) and Home Owners' Loan Corporation (HOLC) offered consumers dependable, low-cost home financing, the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) guaranteed bank deposits, and the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) regulated public offerings of corporate securities.23

Other efforts to defend consumers' interests proved less successful. The Consumers' Counsel of the National Bituminous Coal Commission, empowered by Congress to represent the consumer point of view on a commission established to revitalize the bituminous coal industry, faced tremendous hostility from the commission during its short life from 1937 to 1940.24 Nor did anything come of the concerted effort of New Dealers like Leon Henderson, Jacob Baker, and Thomas Blaisdell to establish a cabinet-level department of the consumer to balance the Departments of Commerce, Labor, and Agriculture and coordinate government initiatives related to consumers.25

But even though the New Deal frequently fell short in delivering on its commitment to the consumer, often favoring traditionally powerful constituencies like business and farming, New Dealers from FDR on down persisted in trumpeting the consumer interest as a way of making more palatable the state expansion in which they were engaged. Roosevelt justified the new consumer offices in his New Deal agencies as representing “a new principle in government”—that consumers have the right “to have their interests represented in the formulation of government policy…. Never before had the particular problems of consumers been so thoroughly and unequivocally accepted as the direct responsibility of government. The willingness to fulfill that responsibility was, in essence, an extension and amplification of the meaning and content of democratic government.” Gardiner Means, on leave from Columbia to serve on the NRA's CAB and as economic adviser on finance to the secretary of agriculture, elaborated that consumer representation in government “may well be the key that will open the way to a truly American solution of the problem which is leading other countries in the direction of either fascism or communism.” If consumers were empowered as watchdogs, these state builders seemed to be reassuring themselves as well as others, a strong central government could become a vehicle for greater democracy rather than an agent of totalitarianism, as many critics feared.26

The New Deal's recognition of consumers went beyond giving their representatives seats at agency negotiating tables. In 1938 the first substantial regulatory legislation since the Progressive Era passed Congress: the Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act and the Wheeler-Lea Amendment to the Clayton Anti-Trust Act of 1914. These were not easy laws to push through. Five years of debate, delays, and revisions plagued the visionary consumer protection legislation originally proposed in 1933, and the end results reflected compromises with food, drug, cosmetics, and advertising industries determined to stave off further regulation. But while consumer advocates then and after rightfully despaired of the difficulties encountered in strengthening basic consumer protections, particularly in legislating quality standards and grade labels for commodities, the events of the 1930s nonetheless reversed trends of the 1920s, when the state's role in mediating between producers and consumers had been minimal. The passage of these two new laws extended the FDA's jurisdiction to include cosmetics and medical devices, and expanded its ability to require new labeling and prevent adulteration and misbranding. The new legislation empowered the agency to require drug manufacturers to prove that products were safe before they could put them on the market, and it strengthened enforcement procedures against hazardous substances. Although consumer advocates lost the battle to give control over advertising to the more stringent FDA rather than to the FTC, the FTC nonetheless gained new powers over harmful business practices, including the right to take action against advertising that threatened the public interest, regardless of whether competition was jeopardized. These 1938 laws hardly provided models of consumer protection legislation, yet they marked another way that the state moved beyond the level of concern for consumer interests it had demonstrated in the Progressive Era.27

WOMEN AS CITIZEN CONSUMERS

Policymakers and economists in Washington were not the only ones embracing the ideal of citizen consumers during the 1930s. Many ordinary Americans became much more self-conscious about their identities and interests as consumers. In fact, the story of Washington's increased investment in consumers is incomplete if not put in the context of a grassroots upsurge of consumer activism over the decade, often overlooked by scholars more attentive to the mobilization of producers through the labor movement of the 1930s. In some cases, as with consumer lobbying for protective legislation, the impact of grassroots organizing on governmental action is easily discernible. In other cases, the influence of consumer assertiveness in shaping policy is harder to track.

Regardless, the New Deal's sudden attention to consumers as a voice of the public interest offered otherwise underrepresented groups an opportunity to become another “countervailing power” worthy of official recognition. Farmers had found that their agricultural difficulties were of central concern to the New Deal's AAA. Industrialists' struggles to revive their mills and factories had become the project of the NRA. Working people's success in unionizing partially resulted from New Deal legislation that recognized workers' right to organize and bargain collectively, such as Section 7A of the National Industrial Recovery Act, and later the National Labor Relations Act. Ethnic groups throughout the country had seized the opportunity offered through the building of a national, broad-based Democratic Party to institutionalize themselves in organizations like Polish Democratic Clubs or Italian-American Democratic Leagues.28 For social groups not otherwise well represented, in particular women and African Americans, identification as consumers offered a new opportunity to make claims on those wielding public and private power in American society.

When Kenneth Dameron offered a scholarly analysis of “The Consumer Movement” in the Harvard Business Review in 1939, he defined it as a “series of efforts having in common the feeling of dissatisfaction with goods and services and the marketing practices involved in their distribution, coupled with … a demand for information and for protection in the market.” To attain these ends, he noted, consumers “are turning to government protection … and are … substituting collective action for individual action,” which, although common among labor and capital groups, “has never before had any sustained use by consumers.” In probing the reasons for this recent consumer upsurge, Dameron returned again and again to the initiative of women. He suggested that they had become more price-and quality-conscious buyers for their families in a depression economy, the prime beneficiaries of a recent explosion of consumer education classes offered by high schools and colleges, and a growing presence in the paid labor force, all of which had changed their “economic viewpoint.” “They want their money's worth. They have acquired more of a purchasing-agent viewpoint.”29

Indeed, with the exception of the consumer cooperative and product-testing wings of the movement, women made up much of the leadership and rank and file of the consumer movement during the 1930s. Through existing and newly founded organizations, they lobbied New Deal agencies and Congress demanding that the federal government provide greater consumer representation and stronger legal protections. They expanded consumer education programs in schools and communities, so by the end of the decade the subject had become an integral part of curricula at all levels, the Consumer Education Association had been established, and annual conferences at the newly founded Institute for Consumer Education at Stephens College in Columbia, Missouri (funded by a quarter-million-dollar grant from the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation), cultivated a national leadership and showcased research and programs in the field.30 And women orchestrated boycotts and other buyers' actions to protest high prices to retailers, distributors, manufacturers, and government policymakers. In a report briefing executives on the consumer movement, Business Week concluded that “it is these organized women's groups that constitute the real strength of the consumer movement.” An early chronicler of the movement concurred: “Not since the demand for suffrage have women been drawn so closely together on a common issue.”31

Women's consumer activism in the 1930s was built upon a base of existing female organizations with middle-class memberships. At the heart of the consumer offensive was the 15,000-member American Home Economics Association, long committed to improving standards in home living but now joined by groups taking new interest in consumer issues as they moved into center stage with the New Deal. The American Association of University Women (AAUW), the General Federation of Women's Clubs (GFWC), the National League of Women Voters, the National Federation of Business and Professional Women's Clubs, the National Congress of Parents and Teachers, as well as groups with narrower constituencies such as the National Council of Jewish Women, the National Council of Catholic Women, and the YWCA, became influential advocates for consumer demands, such as stricter food and drug legislation, the setting of quality and performance standards for commodities, a new federal department of the consumer, and protection of consumers from unfair trade practices. Business Week's reporter expressed a surprise felt by many at the sudden seriousness with which many of these established middle-class women's organizations embraced a new political agenda. “Until recent years the consumer movement was supposed to be nothing but a lot of ladies' bridge clubs meeting every Thursday and setting up committees between rubbers to heckle the local advertisers and merchants. The depression, however,… brought the consumer interest to the fore in the already organized women's organizations,” the largest and most established of which was the GFWC, with over two million members.

Once assumed to be “conservative, easily diverted, not particularly interested in the theory of consumer economics,” according to Business Week, the GFWC under the leadership of its new president, Sadie Orr Dunbar, transformed itself into a pressure group for the consumer cause. The GFWC and other national women's organizations proved themselves particularly influential in the long struggle for the Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act of 1938, working through their cooperatively supported lobbying arm, the Women's Joint Congressional Committee. Known affectionately as the “Women's Joint,” it was described by veteran consumer activist Caroline Ware as “that sturdy group of women's organizations in the 1930s that met monthly to plan strategy.”32

Women's organizations embraced consumer issues with remarkable energy during the 1930s. They orchestrated committees, conferences, exhibits, fact-finding missions, lobbying efforts, and more, establishing themselves as the new protectors of the consumer interest in civil society as well as within the expanding sphere of the state. The following are but a few examples: A citywide Consumer Conference of Cincinnati, made up of over forty organizations, sponsored radio broadcasts, public lectures, and classes advocating informative labeling, meat grading, and other consumer protections. The major women's organizations in New Jersey jointly sponsored a consumer institute at Rutgers University in 1937, followed by a test project on informative product labeling. A “baby carriage parade” in New York City co-sponsored by the Milk Consumers Protective Committee and the Henry Street Settlement House pressured New York's governor and Department of Agriculture to grant a license to a Consumer-Farmer Milk Cooperative. An exhibit, “Today's Consumers Live in Blunderland,” mounted by the AAUW in Washington in 1940, attracted national attention.

In these and a multitude of other venues, women used their existing organizational strength to advocate for consumers, in the process establishing new authority for themselves as guardians of the public welfare. Dr. Kathryn McHale, general director of the AAUW, told President Roosevelt, “There is no interest which is more fundamental than that of consumers. All residents of our nation are consumers in large or limited way. No matter what our other interests, we have in common one function—that of consumption.” Because women do most of the nation's buying, McHale told the AAUW's members at the association's annual convention in 1935, we women have the responsibility and potential to influence the nation's standards for production, purchase, and consumption. A few years later, after the new Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act had been won, a speaker at a meeting of the American Home Economics Asso-ciation gave it and similar organizations the credit: “It was the women—I don't think there is any doubt about that—who put it over.”33

Women's involvement in consumer issues led to the establishment of new organizations, not just the reorientation of existing ones. In some places, the NRA's county consumer councils developed into permanent consumer organizations; the Department of Agriculture counted twenty-two still active in 1939. Elsewhere in the country, including all major cities, new groups emerged to educate and agitate, taking such names as the previously mentioned Consumer Conference of Cincinnati, the City Action Committee Against the High Cost of Living in New York, and the Women's League Against the High Cost of Living in Detroit. Although rising prices provided the initial rationale for these organizations, many of them quickly broadened their concerns to other forms of consumer exploitation.

One organization was unique enough to warrant special mention. The League of Women Shoppers of New York was founded in 1935 by upper-and middle-class progressive women—many well known in art, business, and society circles—to support the burgeoning labor movement, particularly among women workers. Appealing to other female consumers to “Use Your Buying Power for Justice,” they picketed and boycotted employers whose workers were on strike, in many cases lending crucial prestige and purchasing power to the strikers' cause. Formed during a strike at Ohrbach's Department Store in New York, they brought their social connections and legitimation to many labor struggles in that city, often picketing in evening gowns and furs to attract publicity. By 1938, they had formed a National League of Women Shoppers, Inc., headquartered in New York, and fifteen active chapters in large cities all over the country, bringing the national membership to somewhere between 15,000 and 25,000. Although their primary commitment was to support striking workers, by the late 1930s the outbreak of war in Europe reoriented them toward the consumer's plight, as living costs rose and goods became scarce. Soon they took on many of the issues that concerned the consumer movement.34 The National Consumers' League, which had been similarly committed to using purchasing power to improve working conditions since early in the century, likewise began to pay more attention to consumer issues by the end of the thirties.35

With eruptions of consumer activities occurring all over the country, activists sought some national coordination. They founded two umbrella organizations to represent consumer groups in Washington, provide information and educational materials to local organizations, and sponsor conferences: the Emergency Conference of Consumer Organizations, founded in 1933 specifically to lobby the NRA in behalf of consumers, and its direct descendant, the Consumers' National Federation, established in the spring of 1937 with Helen Hall of the Henry Street Settlement as its chair. Although historians have paid more heed to the emergence of new male-dominated labor unions representing producers than to the rise of women's organizations committed to improving the lives of consumers during the 1930s, the depression inspired tens of thousands of American women to join together not only to protect their families from a declining standard of living and other forms of exploitation in the marketplace, but also to safeguard society more broadly.36

After the achievement of suffrage in 1920, energetic political organizing by women receded and their voting patterns became indistinguishable from men's, with voting rates even lagging behind at times. The consumer movement of the 1930s revived women's political activism, differentiating it from men's. While men, particularly immigrants and African Americans, were reawakening to political parties, female consumer activists were turning consumption into a new realm of politics, and its policing into a new kind of political mission for themselves. When “leaders of consumer organizations with several million members throughout the nation” met with First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt in January 1940 to discuss with her the need for still greater government attention to the consumer, all seventeen representatives were women. The only men in the room were officials from government agencies invited to attend, according to a press release from the Consumers' National Federation.37

The work of women's organizations was complemented by impressive mobilization of female consumers at the grass roots. More diverse in class, race, ethnicity, and political orientation than the women generally attracted to the established consumer groups, this rank and file often galvanized around high prices, but went beyond them in their demands. At a high point during the meat boycotts of 1935, women in cities throughout the country succeeded in effectively shutting down the retail butcher trade as well as implicating the wholesale meatpackers whose profiteering they held greatly responsible for recent price hikes. In Los Angeles in March 1935, more than 10,000 women joined a “housewives strike against meat prices” organized by two local groups, the Housewives League of Los Angeles and Southern California and the United Conference Against the High Cost of Living. Taking to the streets, radio airwaves, and telephone lines, boycotters spread the message widely not to buy meat that had increased in price 2 percent in one month. In May a coalition of neighborhood groups in New York City with strong roots in Jewish areas of Brooklyn and the Bronx and in the black community of Harlem, and with close ties to the Communist Party, closed down thousands of butcher shops and organized mass demonstrations at the meatpacking plants of Manhattan. By June 1935 the Wall Street Journal was alarmed enough at the contagion of protest to devote a front-page story to how “consumer resistance to advancing food prices has continued to gather momentum until currently it is being reported from practically every important center of the country…. The stop buying movement has been especially distressing to the large grocery and meat chains and is having an unfavorable effect on their earnings.”

The protests continued to spread as the summer progressed. In Detroit in late July, a group of women in the white working-class district of Hamtramck so successfully organized a meat boycott to secure a 20 percent price reduction that all butchers closed down “because there's no one to sell to,” according to the president of the Hamtramck Butchers and Grocers Association. In no time, women's action committees involving thousands of women sprang up all over Wayne County and a permanent organization, the Women's League Against the High Cost of Living, was founded, with dynamic boycott organizer Mary Zuk as chair. The league's platform went beyond the meat issue to demand reductions in the price of other food and rent, improvements in housing conditions, the lowering of taxes on small homes, and the abolishment of the sales tax. The league's activities soon expanded to include mass marches through Detroit's streets and the storming of meatpacking plants, where kerosene was poured on thousands of pounds of warehoused meat. In the middle of August, Detroit protesters traveled to Chicago to join allies there in a march on the symbolic heart of the meatpacking industry, the Union Stockyards. They arrived in a city that was already highly organized by its own broad-based United Conference Against the High Cost of Living and in neighborhood consumer clubs dedicated to educating members on a wide range of issues ranging from compulsory meat grading to cheaper and purer milk. Throughout the infamous “meatless” spring, summer, and fall of 1935, reports of women's political activism came in from all over the country—from Philadelphia to Seattle, from Boston to Miami, and from places large and small in between.38

This was not the first time, of course, that American women had mounted buyers' strikes against high prices: recall the cost-of-living protests of Jewish women in New York before and during World War I. But women's consumer actions during the 1930s were distinguishable in several ways. While women still rallied their neighbors and targeted local shops, as they had earlier in the century, they had become much more interested and successful in coordinating their protests on a citywide, metropolitan, and even national level. Influential alliances that crossed locale, ethnicity, race, and, most noticeably, class resulted. As a consumer economist of the time noted, the organized consumer boycott was used more frequently during the depression than ever before: “It is only within the past several years that the people of the so-called middle class have participated in such strikes on even a city-wide basis.”39 For example, in Los Angeles, boycott leaders ranged from Sadie Goldstein, a working-class, Jewish Communist Party member, to Margaret Matteson, a real estate agent who claimed to be the aunt of heiress Doris Duke Cromwell. While Polish and African-American working-class women in Hamtramck aggressively picketed butcher shops and taunted violators of the boycott, middle-class native-born women set up card tables on street corners in their own neighborhoods to solicit no-meat pledges from passing housewives. The organizing style may have been different, but the goal was shared. In Chicago, officeholders of the United Conference Against the High Cost of Living included in 1937 representatives from such disparate groups as the Women High School Teachers, Fur Workers Local #45, Postal Clerks Union #1, the American Lithuanian Literary Society, and the Parent-Teacher Association.

Much as in Los Angeles, Detroit, and Chicago, consumer protest elsewhere brought together middle-and working-class women, the latter of whom, though often led by Communist Party or labor movement activists, reached far beyond those ranks to include women of diverse political persuasions, ethnicity, and race. New forms of communication such as the telephone and the national media helped women make connections beyond their homogeneous neighborhoods and hometowns. Whether middle-class club members or working-class housewives, these women felt empowered as consumers to criticize the workings of the market. And their protests over the price of meat often expanded to include other products and services, such as rents, utility rates, and taxes, and calls for more government regulation of the marketplace, making them champions of a broad-based public interest.40

The new cosmopolitanism of the meat boycotters not only affected their organizing strategies, it also helped them recognize that government, and the federal government in particular, both played a crucial role in creating the conditions against which they were protesting and offered a solution to them. In many places, boycotters tried to get city councils and state legislatures to set ceilings on prices, and leaders in New York, Washington State, Michigan, and elsewhere followed up buyers' strikes with campaigns for city and state office built on consumer-oriented platforms.

Most common was a new orientation toward Washington. Although female meat boycotters organized to shut down neighborhood butcher shops for charging excessive prices, they understood that those prices resulted from national distribution networks of the meatpackers, and even more importantly, the increasing role being played by the federal government in setting prices. Repeatedly they organized letter-writing campaigns and pilgrimages to the President, Congress, and particularly the Department of Agriculture and its secretary, Henry Wallace. Organizers like Mary Zuk of Detroit communicated to supporters that the AAA's withdrawal of livestock from the market to raise farm prices and the federal government's new meat-processing tax were as responsible as the packers' profiteering for the rising cost of living. On many occasions, she and her allies around the country traveled to Washington to confront Secretary Wallace in person. (He preferred to blame the western drought for the price hikes!) As consumption increasingly became a concern of New Deal Washington, protest by female consumers against “unfair prices and practices”—whether picketing against high prices outside neighborhood butcher shops or lobbying in Congress for stricter regulation of products— made women political players not only in local communities, but in the nation at large.41

Women's claim on the politics of consumption was sustained not only by their own actions, but by the general disinterest toward matters of consumption conveyed by the most politically mobilized social group of the era, labor, as it made tremendous strides of its own during the 1930s. A newly militant labor movement fought for union recognition, workplace improvements like seniority and grievance procedures, and better wages. The demand for higher wages carried the potential for workers to view themselves as consumers as much as producers, given the impact of prices on standard of living, and at other times in the history of unions workers had defined a “living wage” in consumption terms. But in the fervor of industrial organizing during the New Deal, explicit consumer concerns took a back seat. A labor columnist for The New Republic complained that “apathy on the part of labor” toward consumer issues even discouraged the collection of data relevant to “the position of workers as consumers.” Robert Lynd voiced similar frustration that labor's representatives in Washington exhibited “little concern for the possibility of maximizing real earnings through bolstering their role as consumers.”42 Despite the fact that many women workers were joining organized labor's ranks, the new Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) and rejuvenated American Federation of Labor (AFL) became male identified, as labor militancy became cloaked in masculine language and imagery, and unions promoted a “culture of unity” that not only crossed racial and ethnic lines, but also unified family members around the familial authority of the male breadwinner.43 This identification of unionism with men and with productionist workplace issues made politicization in the realm of consumption appear all the more female.

Within the labor movement, however, women in the rank and file and union auxiliaries more enthusiastically clamored to the consumer cause, replicating within unions the larger society's sexual division of labor between the politics of consumption and production. Many of these women could be found on the streets of working-class neighborhoods like Detroit's Hamtramck boycotting meat and picketing utility companies. And when female unionists fought their own battles against employers, they often developed organizing strategies that recognized the efficacy of consumer power. The Hotel and Restaurant Employees Union, for example, relied on “sip-ins,” where “customers” would mob a fancy restaurant and sit for hours sipping one cup of coffee. Department store campaigns used the “button, button” tactic in which union supporters would fill up shopping carts with goods and then refuse to purchase anything unless served by a worker wearing a union button.44 The labor movement may have officially relegated consumption to a secondary place, but that did not prevent female unionists from bringing a consumer orientation to their political activism within it.

By the end of the decade, however, there were hints that the mainstream of organized labor was becoming more aware of the importance of consumption to workers' well-being. For example, a Pontiac local of the United Auto Workers Union threatened that its three thousand members would start a rent strike if rents were not lowered, as rent increases had absorbed wage gains made through striking. Consumer education programs sponsored by labor unions began to expand, typified in the publication of a pamphlet entitled “The Worker as a Consumer” by the International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union (ILGWU) intended for use in labor study groups. Union commitment to consumer cooperatives, particularly credit unions, grew beyond labor's longstanding—but generally unfulfilled—official endorsement of cooperativism. And when twenty-five leaders of the Consumers' National Federation went to Washington to lobby President Roosevelt for a consumer agency in the federal government, a delegation sent to visit leaders of the CIO and the AFL delighted in reporting a sympathetic hearing to its arguments that “high money wages alone cannot secure to American working men an abundant living if as individual consumers they lose as poor buyers across the counter the gains made by collective bargaining with industry.”45 All these actions indicated that the New Deal's new union recruits were starting to realize that the pay packet could not be separated from the amount and quality of what could be bought in the marketplace. Wartime inflation would only make that message clearer.

But as Mark Starr, education director of the ILGWU, concluded in 1940, consumer-oriented activity at that point was still a “small drop in a large bucket.” The labor movement could do much more than it was doing. Not until the postwar period would unions commit themselves to developing “consumer” along with “wage” consciousness among their rank and file, although Consumers Union (CU), which split off from Schlink's Consumers' Research (CR) in 1936 over a labor dispute, distinguished itself from CR by taking labor standards into account in its recommendations about product quality, thus setting out a welcome mat to unions.46 But unions largely ignored the invitation. For most of the 1930s, the labor movement's mobilization around producer rather than consumer issues left women, outside as well as inside unions, toting the shopping bag alone.

Women who organized, lobbied, and boycotted were giving the cultural and economic role assigned them in the household as consumer a new political significance. Seeing an emerging political space for the consumer in the way state structure and economic policy were reconfigured with the New Deal, they moved to fill it. Sometimes government initiative prepared the ground and women cultivated it, as when they kept viable the county consumer organizations created under the NRA long after the NRA had ended. Other times, women goaded the state to action, as when they pressured Congress to pass more stringent protective legislation. While mobilizing as wives and mothers to protect the economic viability of their families, as women had done for generations, they were making further claims to be citizen protectors of the general good of the nation.

BLACK POWER OF THE PURSE

African Americans in the urban North also mobilized politically as consumers during the 1930s, and in ways unique to their racial situation. By boycotting some merchants while favoring others, organizing cooperatives, and undertaking other kinds of consumer activism, African Americans asserted themselves in the retail marketplace on an unprecedented scale. Faced with devastating economic hardship from the Great Depression, northern blacks—most of whom were relative newcomers to the region's cities—had little recourse. They were already enthusiastically exercising the franchise, an important attraction of northern residence, and by 1936 shifted the majority of their votes from the Republicans to the Democrats, helping to ensure the survival of New Deal relief programs upon which many depended. As they were disproportionately losing jobs in the private sector, giving them the highest rates of unemployment in many cities, organizing at the workplace made little sense, until later in the 1930s when they could join the CIO's larger offensive.47 The Communist Party offered some immediate help against tenant evictions and relief discrimination, but full-fledged membership in this Moscow-oriented political organization appealed to only a small number of northern blacks.48

A remaining, and promising, resource was African-American spending power. If properly channeled, it could be a powerful club for demanding jobs and fairer treatment from white store owners and a way of favoring black-owned businesses and cooperatives, whose greater profits would then circulate in black communities. Black residents of every major northern city and racial leaders of diverse political persuasions, ranging from the “conservative” spokesmen of the National Negro Business League to the more “radical” National Negro Congress and the well-known Socialist and founder of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) W.E.B. Du Bois, recognized over the course of the thirties the benefits of politicizing African-American consumers on a mass scale.

If African-American consumer activism reached a new height during the 1930s, it grew from deep roots. Several historical efforts to improve black circumstances through consumer action prepared the ground. The consumer boycott was the major strategy with which blacks had protested on a mass scale the imposition of Jim Crow laws in the South in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, particularly those mandating the segregation of trolley cars in all major southern cities. Although the streetcar boycotts failed, the fact that the determination of thousands of black riders had managed to deprive urban transit companies of profits for periods ranging from a few weeks to a couple years, and even to drive a few into bankruptcy, remained an important memory of resistance passed on from generation to generation. When black leaders in Lynchburg, Virginia, condemned a new segregation law relegating blacks to the back of trolley cars as “a gratuitous insult… to every one with a drop of Negro blood,” and urged a boycott to “touch to the quick the white man's pocket. ‘Tis there his conscience lies,” they helped create a model for retaliating against discrimination in the purchase of goods and services through withdrawing consumer patronage.49

Even where boycotts were not feasible because African Americans depended on the monopoly or credit a local merchant controlled, relations with southern white merchants proved fraught with tension, making retail exchange a moment when blacks expected, and resented, economic exploitation and racial discrimination. As farmers they were caught in merchants' claws of credit and debt. Even beyond that, as the national consumer market extended its reach into the South by the turn of the century, blacks fell victim to southern whites' elaborate Jim Crowism in settings of consumption and leisure such as stores, restaurants, and movie theaters, as whites came to fear that the growing availability, and inherent democracy, of commodities could undermine their own superior social status. Although after the Civil War African Americans throughout the nation legally had full economic rights in a free market, black consumption of material goods and services soon became limited by the same white anxiety about blacks' proper place in racial and class hierarchies that constrained their working and voting.50

The institutionalization of segregation in the late-nineteenth-century South fueled another response among African Americans that ultimately contributed to the consumer activism of the 1930s: the drive for separate black-owned businesses. As Booker T. Washington conceptualized it when he brought together leading clergy and businessmen of the era to found the National Negro Business League in 1900, black business enterprise promised economic as well as racial progress. Washington said in his opening address, “Whenever I have seen a black man who was succeeding in his business, who was a taxpayer, and who possessed intelligence and high character, that individual was treated with the highest respect by the members of the white race. In proportion as we can multiply these examples, North and South, will our problem be solved.”51 “Negro captains of industry,” Washington and his followers thought, would bring blacks their fair share of the fruits of American capitalism: profits, jobs, and social prestige. By the 1920s the need for “Negro businessmen” had evolved into a broader call for a “separate black economy,” whose success depended as much on committed black consumers as ambitious black entrepreneurs. With the Great Migration of southern blacks to northern cities creating a vast “Negro market” of thousands of people solidly massed in compact communities, black purchasing power could hold the key to the race's prosperity. Advocates of a black economy had also widened beyond conservative businessmen to include black nationalists and socialist-leaning “New Negroes,” all of whom believed that racial solidarity in the marketplace would buy black economic and social power along with material comforts.52

Ironically, the heir to political accommodationist Washington as champion of black capitalism during the 1920s was Jamaican-born black nationalist Marcus Garvey. Only a few years before the onset of the Great Depression, Garvey's Universal Negro Improvement Association sponsored numerous black-run commercial enterprises—a Black Star Line of steamships to transport African-American settlers to Garvey's proposed African nation and then to carry on trade with the motherland; chains of restaurants, groceries, hotels, and laundries; and a printing plant, a black doll factory, and other industrial ventures. Although these enterprises collapsed with Garvey's conviction and deportation from the United States for mail fraud, his movement's several million supporters were nonetheless exposed to a message perhaps more lasting than “back to Africa”: African-American salvation through selling and buying black.53

African Americans thus met the crisis of the Great Depression familiar with the potential use of their purchasing power for political ends. But their mobilization as consumers during the 1930s reached an entirely new level of intensity. Despite the extended discourse about consumer boycotting and black capitalism over the previous three decades, success had been limited. Jim Crow continued to preside over the purchase of goods and services in the South and was surprisingly present in the North as well. Except for a few large insurance companies, “race businesses” mostly consisted of small groceries and proprietorships in trades where whites had little interest in competing, such as barbershops and funeral homes. In fact, compared to most ethnic groups, African Americans were substantially underrepresented in business ownership for their presence in the population. Severe shortages of capital and credit plagued businessmen's entrepreneurial efforts, making it difficult for them to offer customers the merchandise selection, low prices, and credit terms that white shopkeepers in black neighborhoods could. A lack of business experience likewise limited their competitiveness. Hence, an unusually high failure rate among African-American-owned businesses made Garvey's shortlived enterprises typical. Not surprisingly, only a fraction of black consumers' dollars ever found their way into black merchants' pockets.54

Consumer activism among African Americans during the Great Depression took a number of forms. Most dramatic was a new kind of consumer protest that erupted in the late 1920s in Chicago, considered the economic capital of black America, and spread like wildfire into other northern cities during the 1930s. “Don't Buy Where You Can't Work” or “Spend Your Money Where You Can Work” campaigns demanded that white store owners hire black employees if they wanted patronage, and profits, from black customers. According to St. Clair Drake and Horace R. Cayton, authors of Black Metropolis, a landmark study of Chicago's African-American community during the 1930s, “The first organized reaction [to the Depression] within Black Metropolis was a movement directed against white men who did business in the Black Belt. A group of ragged pickets walking in front of a Black Belt chain store in the fall of 1929 signalized the beginning of a movement which stirred Black Metropolis as nothing had since the Race Riot.” When that grocery chain relented, the target shifted to Woolworth's, which eventually agreed that a quarter of its employees in “Negro neighborhoods” would be black; Sears, Roebuck, A & P, Walgreens Drugs, and other stores followed suit, welcoming back customers with “We Employ Colored Salesmen” signs in their windows. Over three thousand new, mostly white-collar jobs resulted, a victory achieved through ordinary people's determination, and financial and moral support from black churches, lodges, community organizations, and particularly the militant Chicago Whip newspaper. Chicago Black Belt residents, moreover, not only demanded that African-American salesclerks be hired, but that their skin be dark enough for their racial identity to be unmistakable.55
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Harlem residents, like African Americans in many other cities, used their purchasing power as consumers to pressure merchants to hire blacks as store clerks, not just as janitors and elevator operators, and to demand fairer treatment as customers. (Courtesy of Programs and Playbills Collection, Manuscripts, Archives and Rare Books Division, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations)

Before long, the movement spread to Baltimore, Washington, Newark, Detroit, Toledo, Cleveland, St. Louis, Los Angeles, Oakland, and even south to Richmond, Virginia, in each city promoted by a different, often fragile alliance of self-interested black capitalists, the black middle-class establishment, and black nationalists with predominantly working-class follo wings.56

In the spring of 1934, the campaign finally made its way to Harlem, where protesters targeted the community's largest department store, L. M. Blumstein's, in the center of Harlem's famed 125th Street shopping district. Although Blumstein's made 75 percent of its sales to blacks, the store's owners had refused to hire them as clerks or cashiers, only as elevator operators and porters. After weeks of facing picketers, attacks by the New York Age newspaper, and a successful boycott waged by more than three hundred allied churches, clubs, and house-to-house delegations urging “stay out of Blumstein's,” the owners capitulated, to the elation of thousands of picketers who marched in a victory parade through heavy rain and then moved on to their next target.

At the end of 1934, however, local courts ruled in merchants' favor that picketing in the absence of a labor dispute was illegal, and the “Don't Buy” campaign was forced to retreat. By the following March, Harlemites remained so incensed about the racial discrimination surrounding consumption that when a sixteen-year-old boy was apprehended for stealing a cheap pocketknife from S. H. Kress's Five-and-Dime store on 125th Street (where picketing had led to the grudging hiring of a few black clerks, who were subsequently transferred to the lunch counter), the rumor spread that he had been beaten and then that he had been killed. Within hours, a full-scale riot broke out, an attack by upwards of ten thousand people upon the mostly white-owned businesses that lined 125th Street. Three deaths, scores of arrests, hundreds of broken windows, and the looting of hundreds of thousands of dollars' worth of goods resulted. The small number of black-owned stores, and even a few white-owned ones known to employ blacks, were spared.

Three years later, after the legality of consumer boycotting and picketing was affirmed by a United States Supreme Court ruling, the Reverend Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., who had supported the Blumstein's boycott from the pulpit of the Abyssinian Baptist Church, revived the campaign under the auspices of a new organization, the Greater New York Coordinating Committee for Employment. Together with other community groups, it brought enough consumer pressure to bear (Powell claimed over 200 organizations and 170,000 members) to secure an agreement with the Uptown Chamber of Commerce that all Harlem stores under its jurisdiction would increase the proportion of blacks among their white-collar workers to at least one-third and promote them equitably with whites.57

By then, Harlem consumers were flexing their economic muscle in other ways as well. Tenants undertook rent strikes and looked to the recently founded Consolidated Tenants League of Harlem to push grievances against white landlords; riders boycotted the Fifth Avenue Bus Company for refusing to hire black drivers and conductors; Consolidated Edison was forced to employ its first black workers in nonmenial jobs after Powell's coordinating committee shut off Harlem's lights one night a week, urging people to burn candles instead, and led “billpayers' parades” to pay bills in pennies.58 In far-flung parts of the country, African-American consumers likewise extended their boycott targets from stores to other public sites and services, such as movie theaters and public utilities, though their smaller share of a theater or telephone company's market often limited their leverage.59

While the “Don't Buy” campaigns succeeded in creating thousands of new positions, hundreds of thousands of urban blacks remained un-or underemployed. Nonetheless, this very visible strategy had enormous symbolic impact. People became convinced that African-American purchasing power truly meant power, and other efforts to tap it emerged. Most notable was a resurgence of interest in founding black businesses and a renewed confidence that black consumer spending could keep them viable. Supporters included not only established leaders of the black business community and the growing number of individuals who were setting their hopes, along with their meager savings, on a small business; new voices also emerged. W.E.B. Du Bois proposed new consumer strategies as part of his fundamental shift from the NAACP's traditional emphasis on integration to black separatism, a move that so alienated many of his NAACP colleagues that he consequently resigned membership in the organization that he had helped to found. Du Bois argued for supporting independent black economic enterprises through a policy of “voluntary segregation.” It was a mistake, he wrote in 1931, “to think the economic cycle begins with production, rather it begins with consumption.” Later he expanded, “The consuming power of 2,800,000 Negro families has recently been estimated at $166,000,000 a month—a tremendous power when intelligently directed…. With the use of their political power, their power as consumers, and their brain power … Negroes can develop in the United States an economic nation within a nation, able to work through inner cooperation, to found its own institutions, to educate its genius.”60

Despite the poverty and unemployment rampant in northern black communities during the depression, the total number of black retail stores aimed at black consumers grew from about 23,000 in 1935 to almost 30,000 in 1939, nurtured through a mixture of entrepreneurial self-interest and a more broadly held ideological commitment to economic separatism. Over the same period, service establishments like cleaners and beauty parlors rose from 22,000 to 27,000. Although profits fell for many black, as for white merchants, more individuals chose to try their luck at the “depression businesses” they often set up in their houses or basements. “If worst came to worst, I would at least have something to eat,” one black entrepreneur explained.61

In Chicago, a fervor developed around black business during the second half of the 1930s. New journals were launched, such as the Southside Business and Professional Review and Colored Merchant and Caterer. Black ministers preached from their pulpits on behalf of the “Double Duty Dollar” that simultaneously purchased a commodity and advanced the race. Their message: “Patronize your own, for that is the only way we as a race will ever get anywhere.” Owners of black businesses in Chicago even sponsored a two-day Exposition of Negro Business in 1938, as Time magazine putit, “to spur Negro business and arrange a program to fight'fleecing'by whites.” After heavyweight boxing champion Joe Louis cut the entrance ribbon, 110,000 attendees “watched fashion shows, fingered fancy caskets, saw demos of pressing kinks out of Negro hair, listened to church choirs, and hot bands, munched free handouts or purchased raffle tickets from 75 booths.”62 All the excitement, however, was not enough to overcome the longstanding impediments to black business success. It was estimated in 1940 that black enterprises controlled fewer than 20 percent of total retail business in Chicago's black neighborhoods, although that surpassed the national average of 5 to 10 percent.63

One of the major obstacles to black business success that the National Negro Business League boldly addressed during the early 1930s was the growing threat of chain stores to independent groceries, the largest category of black enterprise. In a bold initiative, the league launched a nationwide effort to organize independent stores into a “voluntary chain,” the Colored Merchants' Association (CMA). To help small-store owners compete more successfully against the grocery chains, the CMA purchased goods in volume to get lower prices from wholesalers, offered grocers training in modern merchandising methods, installed a uniform system of accounting in member stores, and advertised cooperatively. For these services, members paid dues of $5 a week. CMA's stores spread from its birthplace in Montgomery to Birmingham, Selma, Jackson, Dallas, Atlanta, New York, Brooklyn, Philadelphia, Richmond, Hampton, Winston-Salem, Nashville, Louisville, Detroit, Chicago, Tulsa, and Omaha. Each city had a minimum of ten stores and many had substantially more. After operating for two years in Harlem, for example, CMA had twenty-three member stores and two model stores. The next year, 1932, the CMA opened a warehouse there to sell canned goods, coffee, flour, and other products with the CMA label to its New York stores. Despite the CMAs seeming success, however, by 1936 it was bankrupt, victim to a complicated combination of woes including the depression economy, wholesaler pressure on small grocers, and the difficulties of running a national retail cooperative of regionally diverse and often inexperienced grocers.64

Not all proponents of a separate black economy were comfortable championing capitalism, arguing that an exploiter with a black face differed very little from one with a white face. They advocated black-owned cooperatives, a kind of retail structure that was popular in other progressive circles as well during the 1930s. Du Bois was the best-known proponent of black cooperatives as a strategy for achieving black economic power without collaborating in the corruptions of capitalism. Long sympathetic to cooperatives in theory, Du Bois became a committed promoter as he searched for ways of coping with the devastations of the Great Depression. “The habit and order of cooperation,” he argued in 1936, would help the black race build a new social order based on consumers' cooperation, democracy, and socialism and provide a “guide for the rise of the working classes throughout the world.” Du Bois's commitment went beyond rhetoric to concrete efforts to establish cooperatives. He was frustrated with the demise of the CMA, which he blamed on its failure to tap into black “buying power [that] could only be held in loyalty to business if it shared the profit.” To promote cooperativism, he traveled around the country speaking at symposia like one in Chicago entitled “Cooperatives—A Way Out for the Negro?”65

The Chicago area already had several cooperatives. Three were operating in the city: the most successful, the People's Consumer Co-operative; the Open Eye Consumer's Cooperative, affiliated with the Pilgrim Baptist Church; and the Citizen's Non-Partisan Cooperative Organization of Olivet Baptist Church, a study group and buying club. In nearby Gary, Indiana, a flourishing cooperative, Consumers' Cooperative Trading Association, boasted two thousand members, two food stores, and a full program of study groups and classes on cooperativism. Within a few years, the Ladies Auxiliary of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, based in Chicago, would give black cooperativism an added boost when it promoted Brotherhood Consumer Cooperative Buying Clubs in that city and among Ladies Auxiliary locals elsewhere, as, in Brotherhood founder A. Philip Randolph's words, “the best mechanism yet devised to bring about economic democracy.”66

Harlem saw cooperatives come and go over the decade, though by the late 1930s and early 1940s survival rates improved as people with stabler incomes showed more interest. Harlem was also the headquarters of the Young Negroes' Cooperative League (YNCL), founded by journalist George Schuyler, which established stores, buying clubs, and other cooperative ventures in black neighborhoods throughout the nation. The league's national director was a young Ella Baker, later, in the 1940s, to become a staff member of the NAACP and later still, in the late 1950s, the executive director of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and a founder of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. In fact, cooperativism provided a fertile training ground for civil rights activist Baker. Her vitae from the late 1930s lists, in addition to her league stint, “Special Studies in Consumer Problems, Community Building, and Housing” at Columbia University, the New School for Social Research, and New York University; a scholarship to the Cooperative Institute of the Cooperative League of America; service as director of the Consumer Education Division, Works Progress Administration; chairman of education and publicity for the successful Harlem's Own Cooperative, Inc.; and a multitude of other speaking and organizing activities around cooperativism and consumer issues more broadly. For activists searching for creative ways to promote black self-determination in the 1930s, cooperatives generated much hope and excitement, if not huge memberships. They offered a more radical alternative to black capitalism. Combined with consumer boycotts, they made “organizing at the point of consumption” a viable racial strategy.67

The influential role played by the Sleeping Car Porters' Ladies Auxiliaries and civil rights activist Ella Baker in establishing cooperatives highlights the importance of African-American women in consumer organizing during the 1930s and early 1940s. Black women, like their white equivalents, held the purse strings in their households, so much so, that black merchants felt women customers controlled their fate: “They shop for the whole house and they easily influence the men in their spending…. Negro women are responsible for the success or failure of Negroes in business,” complained a Chicago business leader.68

But black women's influence as consumers went beyond that. Throughout the country during the 1930s, they established Housewives' Leagues, sometimes under the auspices of local Urban Leagues, whose major focus was consumer organizing. The Detroit Housewives' League was the first to be founded and the largest. Organized with fifty members in June 1930 by Fannie B. Peck after she had been inspired by a lecture describing how Harlem housewives had supported local CMA stores, the Detroit league swelled by the end of 1935 to over 12,000 members who were divided into sixteen neighborhood units. Members pledged to support black businesses and professionals, buy black-produced products, and help train Detroit's young people for careers in business.69 The Baltimore Housewives' League, with its reported membership of 2000, was a key coalition participant in that city's “Buy Where You Can Work” boycott.70 In New York, the “Don't Buy” campaign was initially launched by the Harlem Housewives' League, which claimed over a thousand members as early as 1931. The league undertook a preliminary survey of black patronage of white stores to expose the unfair return in jobs, and lobbied Harlem housewives to trade only at CMA stores or other businesses that employed blacks. Later in the 1930s, Harlem's Dunbar Housewives' League sponsored the Harlem's Own Cooperative on West 136th Street.71 Housewives' Leagues flourished as well in Chicago, Washington, D.C., Cleveland, and Pittsburgh, featuring in many of these places a mix of working-and middle-class members in a notable break with the middle-class-dominated black women's club movement. A National Housewives' League of America was established in 1933 and promoted its own nationwide “Don't Buy Where You Can't Work” campaign, but its influence was considerably weaker than that of locally based leagues.72

Black women, already mobilized as consumers in their own communities, united with white women to carry out the meat boycotts of 1935. In June of that year, on the heels of the March riot, black women in Harlem joined the meat boycott launched in Jewish neighborhoods and brought by Communist Party members to Harlem. Moving from butcher shop to butcher shop in “flying squadrons” of between three hundred and a thousand women, they threatened butchers with a “repetition of March 19” if they failed to reduce their prices. More than three hundred Harlem butcher shops agreed to close for four days at the angry women's insistence to help put pressure on the packers. Not surprisingly, the Communist Daily Worker reported that the meat strike in Harlem “was carried through more successfully than in any other section of the city,” and indeed the inflated meat prices of Harlem's butchers were reported to have declined by as much as 50 percent after the protests.73 Accounts of the meat boycott in most major cities refer to the participation of black women, many of whom were probably members of Housewives' Leagues or similar organizations. In fact, black women's prior experience with grassroots consumer boycotts through the “Don't Buy” campaigns very likely helped inspire the larger female mobilization during 1935. When African-American consumer activist Ella Baker and others like her participated in mainstream consumer organizations such as the Consumers' National Federation, the Cooperative League of America, and the New York Consumers Council, they undoubtedly made a crucial link between races.74

Black women protesters were also pivotal in pushing consumer demands beyond jobs. For example, in Brooklyn, a female-dominated organization committed to fighting job discrimination by store owners in the neighborhood of Bedford-Stuyvesant challenged as well their disrespectful behavior toward black customers. In 1933 they collected a large number of signatures accusing the manager of the local Bohack Supermarket of sexual harassment. When top management refused to fire him, they retaliated with a boycott.75 In Pittsburgh, the Housewives' Cooperative League made breaking down Jim Crowism a top priority alongside supporting black business, pressuring white business to employ blacks, and facilitating cooperative buying. Business concerns that refused service to blacks were to be denounced on lists distributed “to every Negro home in the city.”76 These consumer actions lend good support to historian Elsa Barkley Brown's notion that politicized African-American women often exhibited a “womanist” consciousness that seamlessly interwove their gender and racial identities.77 Black female consumer activists of the 1930s were neither more black nor more female in their loyalties; they blended both. Feminist hopes for securing good salesclerk jobs for women and demonstrating female political solidarity were inseparable from the effort to improve working and living conditions for the race through “directed spending.”

When a young Ella Baker addressed the first national conference of the YNCL in 1931 on the topic “What Consumers' Co-operation Means to Negro Women,” she anticipated that African Americans' new assertiveness as consumers during the 1930s would require a special commitment from black women.78 Consumer activism among African Americans was less of an exclusively female activity than among whites, but black women's organizational skills and experience certainly ensured its success, propelling it more into the mainstream of politics in African-American communities than in white ones.

African-American grassroots consumer activism in the 1930s differed from the predominantly white consumer movement in significant ways. Whereas white, usually female, activists sought to protect consumers' rights to everything from lower prices to reliable product information to protection from hazardous goods, blacks used consumer power primarily as a means to secure their rights as producers. Blacks, moreover, aimed less at representing some general public interest and winning the federal government's support for their demands than at improving concrete economic conditions in northern black communities. Long used to solving problems on their own, African Americans brought tremendous economic pressure to bear on local white capitalists, while favoring black businesses wherever possible, turning familiar strategies of economic self-help and self-sufficiency into a new kind of black mass politics during the thirties. It was a mass politics, furthermore, aimed at taking advantage of the de facto racial segregation of urban communities. Although carried out as protests against white exploitation, “Don't Shop Where You Can't Work” and black capitalism and cooperativism nonetheless depended on residential segregation. The concentration of black consumers in specific neighborhoods was required to make their market pressure felt.

At the same time, black consumer activism shared common ground with other grassroots consumer movements. Despite a lack of attention to shaping federal policy, grassroots consumer campaigners felt part of national efforts to maximize their spending power. “Don't Buy,” the CMA, and the Housewives' Leagues were all local efforts with strong national connections. At a planning meeting for a Pittsburgh Housewives' Cooperative League in 1937, for example, participants referred frequently to the experiences of leagues elsewhere, such as St. Louis's success getting black milkmen, Cleveland's support for black-owned gasoline stations, and Los Angeles's lobbying for General Electric and five-and-ten-cent stores in the black district.79 Moreover, blacks' initial concern with jobs, much like female consumer activists' original protests over meat prices, broadened to include other kinds of consumer discontents, such as indignities suffered from racist white clerks, discrimination in other public places, and unfair rent and utility rates. But in the case of both blacks and women consumer rebels, discontents rarely involved challenging the legitimacy of capitalism. Except for ideologically committed cooperators and the relatively small, though influential coterie of Communist Party members active in consumer organizing, participants simply sought a fairer shake.

Most significantly, by mobilizing as consumers, African Americans participated in a broader political culture of dissent where “the consumer” became viewed as a legitimate and effective agent of protest, particularly for women and blacks who were marginalized from the mainstream of politics and the labor movement. In contrast to electoral and producer power, the strength of consumer power lay not so much with permanent organizations as with the potential for mobilizing mass action by individual consumers. Although depression-era blacks did not link the economic rights of the consumer to the political rights of the citizen nearly as much as women consumer activists did or as they would a few years later in the context of World War II, the seeds were planted: a slogan in the Chicago buying campaign was “Use your buying power as you use your ballot,” while the Harlem group that led the boycott of Blumstein's called itself the Citizens' League for Fair Play and appealed for the support of the “self-respecting citizens of Harlem.”80 Demanding that the state defend citizen consumers' rights in the economic and political spheres was an obvious next step that the heightened expectations of wartime would encourage.

THE PURCHASER CONSUMER ALTERNATIVE

Despite many policymakers' and ordinary Americans' embrace of the ideal of the citizen consumer over the course of the 1930s, progress toward making it a reality was mixed, with ideological commitment often outpacing concrete achievement. The other way that the New Deal gave new importance to consumers—by encouraging purchaser consumer behavior as the key to economic recovery—gradually emerged as an alternative vision of consumer power. The conviction grew that consumers held the present and future health of the American capitalist economy in their hands, and that what mattered most was their aggregate purchasing power, not their right to be protected in the marketplace or to be heard in government chambers.

Enhancing consumer purchasing power was long a goal of New Deal recovery programs beginning with the NRA and AAA, and it similarly informed the institutionalization of collective bargaining through the National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) and the creation of social security, both in 1935. Unionized workers in secure jobs, it was argued, would use their greater earnings to boost consumption, while Americans guaranteed a state-funded retirement provision would have more to spend both as earners and retirees.81 But the authority of classical economics, with its primacy of the producer, was hard to displace. Not until government policymakers grew to accept Keynesian economic theory, particularly after the economic nosedive brought on by the “Roosevelt depression of 1937-38,” did they systematically begin to experiment with pump priming, in rejection of Say's Law of Markets holding that supply and demand were always naturally in balance. Beginning with Roosevelt's first cautious request in 1938 for an emergency appropriation for economic stimulus, government spending began to aim at expanding mass consumption to restabilize the American economy.82

The Keynesian paradigm was most thoroughly articulated in John Maynard Keynes's The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money of 1936, although it was popular in some reform circles before then.83 (Harvard economics professor Galbraith recalls that while in 1936, the embrace of Say's law was “a litmus by which the reputable economist was separated from the crackpot,” by the 1936-37 academic year, with shocking speed, “Keynes had reached Harvard with tidal force,” polarizing younger and older economists in its wake.)84 Keynesianism also became widely accepted by government economists by the late 1930s, although many New Dealers, including the President himself, remained reluctant for the nation to spend beyond its means. Keynesianism shared the New Deal's initial conviction that underconsumption was the root cause of the depression and that increased purchasing power was the key to recovery. What differed, however, was that under Keynes's influence economists began to argue that private investment and self-regulating markets alone could not remediate a stagnant “mature” economy like America's. Rather, the government would have to play a major role in fueling aggregate demand—through such strategies as jobs programs, public works, or progressive tax policies—and thereby raise the level of production and employment. Whereas proponents of classical economics, including FDR in his first term, had worried about balancing the budget, Keynesians argued that deficit spending by government was often necessary to fuel sufficient consumer demand and did not endanger the overall health of the economy. With the Keynesian revolution, then, consumers were becoming responsible for higher productivity and full employment, whereas a decade earlier that role had uncontestedly belonged to producers.

The purchaser consumer paradigm gradually permeated the thinking of economic planners in the government, key corporate managers seeking new customers for their products, and consumers themselves. Ernest Erber, a regional planner, reminded a younger colleague years later, “The prosperity of this nation is built upon spending, not saving. You might be too young to recall the campaign waged by Chambers of Commerce against money hoarding during the 30's. During those grim days, the man who spent freely was extolled as a national hero and the one who saved his money as a public enemy.”85 Americans of all ranks began to respond to this exhortation to buy. Detroit auto-worker Gerald Corkum told a Fortune magazine reporter in the mid-1930s, for example, that instead of saving, he put any extra cash into buying things on installment, first a radio, then an electric refrigerator and washing machine, all of which gave his money “real” value and his family a superior quality of life. By the late 1930s he might very well have added that his purchases also benefited the nation's economy, keeping workingmen like himself in jobs.86

As New Dealers embraced a Keynesian policy of boosting demand in the late 1930s, they justified it as nurturing some of the same political goals that proponents of the citizen consumer ideal sought: the enhancement of American democracy and equality. Keynes and his followers argued that the survival of democracy in the world as an alternative to revolution (communism) and reaction (fascism) rested on America's success in reviving capitalism. Within the United States, moreover, Keynesianism was thought to encourage greater economic egalitarianism because dynamic consumer demand depended on a wide distribution of purchasing power. Concentration of wealth in a few hands, in contrast, led to excessive saving and only minimal spending. Fueling “mass consumption”—enhancing the ability of the mass of Americans to purchase goods—promised not only a route to economic recovery, but also a more democratic and egalitarian America for all its citizens. As Franklin Roosevelt accepted the renomination for the presidency in Philadelphia in June 1936, he assured Americans, “Today we stand committed to the proposition that freedom is no half-and-half affair. If the average citizen is guaranteed equal opportunity in the polling place, he must have equal opportunity in the market place.”87 Whereas at the time, FDR's linkage of consumers to voters likely referred to protecting their rights as citizen consumers to fair treatment in mass consumer markets, subsequently “equal opportunity” would come to mean equal access to the fruits of those markets as well.

In 1941, on the cusp of World War II, Roosevelt made another promise to the American public, that his policies were designed to secure their “Four Freedoms,” including “freedom from want” and the “enjoyment of the fruits of scientific progress in a wider and constantly rising standard of living.” Two years later, the mass circulation magazine Saturday Evening Post would immortalize Roosevelt's Four Freedoms in illustrations by Norman Rockwell. Conveying a common understanding of FDR's message, Rockwell depicted “freedom from want” not as a worker with a job, nor as government beneficence protecting the hungry and homeless, but rather as a celebration of the plenitude that American families reaped through their participation in a mass consumer economy. Rockwell's Americans free from want were members of a large extended family gathered around an overabundant, elegantly set Thanksgiving table in their own private home.88 Despite an enormous mobilization on behalf of the citizen consumer ideal in liberal government circles and in communities throughout the country during the 1930s, the less politically threatening conception of the consumer—as a purchaser consumer buying his or her way to “freedom from want”—held growing appeal to those wielding economic and political power in American society.

THE BUSINESS VIEW OF CONSUMERS

By the end of the 1930s, the importance of the consumer in public policy and in civic life was indisputable. Perhaps the best testament to the consumer's newfound authority came from American business owners, who increasingly found themselves in the position of battling citizen consumers and trying to figure out how best to take advantage of the growing attention to purchaser consumers. Most businessmen worried that too Keynes-ian a national economic policy would intrude on the prerogatives of the private sector and destabilize the economy through budget deficits. And Roosevelt's New Deal, with its pandering to the “common man,” had certainly proved no friend to American business. Business leaders, particularly manufacturers, much preferred to think of consumers as purchasers creating demand for their products than as citizen consumers impinging on corporate autonomy by securing protections in the marketplace and leverage in the government.

Business leaders advised one another on how to cope with the new, powerful threat of entitled consumers—for that is indeed how most of them saw it. As early as 1935, on the tail of the meat strikes, Babson's Reports, a business letter, warned its subscribers, “We say, and earnestly, that merchants who laugh off these consumers' crusades are sitting on dynamite. In the same spot are sitting our producers, bankers and investors. Merchants would get the shock first, but in the end it would swing to every business and financial interest in the nation.” By 1939 there was no denying the challenge mounted by newly assertive consumers. Business Week reported to its readers that “the consumer movement has spread like wildfire across the country in the past decade and it's gaining in force and vigor every day.” The next year Advertising Age elaborated, “It embraces every shade of political and social belief, from deepest red to purest white; it takes in every stratum of economic life, from the richest to the poorest, but its principal roots lie in the middle classes…. It is … real and important and influential.” From a “very tiny blot on the horizon,” it has grown to “THE major problem facing business—and particularly advertising—as they enter the fifth decade of the twentieth century.”89

It particularly unsettled business that women, political neophytes who had once been among their most trusted customers, should be asserting themselves so militantly as consumers. When Nations Business complained that “a great Consumer Movement is now tramping out the vintage in the American economic scene. Its battle hymns are heard in every forum,” it expressed most alarm at forums identified as traditionally female: women's clubs that “have put aside Oriental Travel and the poetry of Edna St. Vincent Millay” for speakers on consumer education, and women's magazines where readers “want fewer recipes for summer salads and more information on consumer goods specifications or social consciousness.” Moreover, the editors seemed particularly resentful that women were moving from managing their family economies to overseeing the national economy. “Woman, the guardian of the national purse strings” evoked disdain. Nations Business and like-minded publications recognized that women, as empowered consumers, were gaining a new role representing the public interest, and they didn't like it.90

Business leaders came up with various strategies to battle the consumer threat. Where they could, when they needed to, they fought consumer groups seeking product standardization or stricter food and drug legislation. They also responded with consumer committees of their own to manage demanding customers, through cooperation at some moments and co-optation at others: for example, the American Standards Association established a Committee on Ultimate Consumers' Goods in 1934, the National Consumer-Retailer Council was formed in 1937, the National Association of Better Business Bureaus launched its Business Consumer Relations Conference in 1939, and about the same time the American Association of Advertising Agencies sponsored the Committee on Consumer Relations in Advertising. At times, even the Consumers' National Federation was hard-pressed to distinguish between bona fide consumer organizations and ones created as part of business's cooptive strategies, bearing as they did deceptive names like the Consumers' Foundation, the Foundation for Consumer Education in the Pacific, and the National Consumers' Tax Commission.

[image: ]

This street hawker sold copies of the Consumers Bureau Guide in the midst of the heavy foot traffic at the corner of Madison Avenue and Forty-second Street in midtown Manhattan. His presence suggests how ubiquitous attention to protecting the rights of consumers had become by 1939. Dorothea Lange. (Courtesy of Library of Congress)

While the existence of these organizations reveal that business felt pressure from the consumer movement, they hardly represent evidence of any real collaboration at work. Consumer representatives were often handpicked to avoid the most militant activists, and few of these committees had real authority within the business associations that created them. Robert Lynd had only contempt for the “plans under way to organize the women of the country as consumers who can be marshaled conveniently as occasion arises as a ‘front' behind which trade associations can fight for what they want.”91

Business also remained suspicious of government's role as protector of citizen consumers. A postwar economics text put matter-of-factly, with an implication of disapproval, what many businessmen were feeling by the end of the 1930s: “With the depression and subsequently there has come the growth of a belief that the government has a final responsibility in making the economic system operate to the satisfaction of its citizens. The belief seems to be prevalent that if the economic system does not operate well through businessmen, then the government must step in and provide the means of satisfactory operation.”92

There was one more way that some business organizations attacked the maturing consumer movement by the late 1930s, and it confirms how threatened they felt by its rise. Through trade publications of their own and in collaboration with the anti-communist witch-hunts of Congressman Martin Dies's House Un-American Activities Committee, they set out to discredit the consumer movement as “red.” In this crusade businessmen ironically were assisted by the stalwarts of Consumers' Research—Frederick J. Schlink, his wife, M. C. Phillips, and J. B. Matthews—who after the split with the pro-labor Consumers Union did everything imaginable to red-bait progressive consumer organizations, including publishing articles like “Half-way to Communism with the League of Women Shoppers” and providing distorted evidence to Dies himself in 1939.93 Business also undertook its own anti-communist campaigns. A January 1938 issue of Nations Business “exposed” the left-wing sympathies of the League of Women Shoppers, declaring, “The pinks have really crashed the parlor at last!”

An organization calling itself the Pacific Advertising Clubs Association was founded in 1940 explicitly to fight the “threat to business” by consumer organizations who are “wholly subversive, financed by foreign money or by misguided Americans who would junk our American Institutions for the communistic system.” Because “advertising is the voice of business,” Communists had targeted it as the way to make buyers distrustful of business. “Rampant for several years, their work has already destroyed consumer confidence in many directions.” A 1941 report commissioned by the Association of National Advertisers, The Movement for Standardization and Grading of Consumer Goods, argued that regulation of price and quality by government officials was for Communists “a step in the direction of ‘production for use,' which is their favorite slogan.” “Government ownership and operation of all business enterprises” would inevitably follow.94 These are but a few examples of how powerful voices in the business world hoped they could undermine the consumer interest by tainting it red. Communists and fellow travelers surely were sprinkled throughout progressive consumer organizations like the League of Women Shoppers and Consumers Union, but the vast majority of citizen consumers aimed to reform American capitalism and democracy, not to overthrow them.

Rather than create phony consumer committees or red-bait real consumer organizations, companies increasingly recognized the power of consumers in another way. For corporations like Chevrolet, whose film From Dawn to Sunsetwas discussed at the beginning of this chapter, the best alternative to the consumer movement was to give consumers “the pleasure of buying” while tapping “the purchasing power of pay packets” to fuel “a prosperity greater than history has ever known.” With that last line, Chevrolet hinted at what would become a new orthodoxy in the postwar era: that purchasing power might do more than stabilize a stagnant economy in depression. It could create historic levels of economic growth.95

A political battle over a pavilion at the New York World's Fair of 1939 captured the tension that sharpened at the end of the decade over the best way to incorporate consumers into the New Deal order. In this microcosm of the fair, citizen consumer and purchaser consumer conceptions battled for dominance. By intention, the World's Fair was a collaboration between business and government to attract capitalist and consumer dollars to New York to help the city recover from the depression. Under the motto “Building the World of Tomorrow,” the fair promoted a vision of the future where American industry, particularly major exhibitors such as General Electric, General Motors, Westinghouse, and Radio Corporation of America, would create prosperity and material comfort for the consuming masses. In recognition of the importance of consumers in this new order, plans were made for a “Consumers Building” to be the focal exhibit of the Production and Distribution Zone of the fair. About two dozen leaders of the consumer movement were invited to serve on a hundred-member Advisory Committee on Consumer Interests to oversee the building, intended to have exhibits on product testing, factual advertising, and proper methods of merchandising. Two months before the fair was scheduled to open, however, the consumer activists resigned en masse, charging that they had been duped into lending their names to a project that promoted consumer exploitation rather than consumer welfare.

Indeed, the exhibits that opened in the Consumers Building by industrial designer Egmond Arens offered an upbeat message that things were getting better for consumers all the time. A large concave movie screen showed how ordinary activities, such as powdering a woman's nose or ordering food at a shop, depended upon a multitude of far-flung businesses, and argued that everyday consumption behavior by millions of people kept American mass production viable. In another exhibit, the Dark Ages of Scarcity were contrasted with the New Age of Abundance. Boxes represented how families of four different income levels coped with eight categories of living costs. After lamenting that a third of the nation's families still earned less than the subsistence level, the exhibit concluded with a quintessential purchaser consumer endorsement: “As mass production depends upon mass purchasing power, we cannot hope to build lasting prosperity under such conditions of inadequate purchasing power.” But, it continued, with “the techniques and the power to produce abundance” within our grasp, soon all Americans should be able to live “the good life.” Smaller exhibits sponsored by individual manufacturers filled out the hall, such as a glass column in which water-resistant Kem's Playing Cards got drenched and survived. Consumers Union was offered a spot, but only if it refrained from endorsing any particular brand names in its exhibit or literature. What mattered to the exhibit's planners was only that consumers purchase, not which brand they chose.

When the fair reopened in 1940 to try to recoup the financial losses of 1939, even that much pandering to consumer protection was abandoned. The Consumers Building metamorphosed over the winter into the uncontroversial “World of Fashion.” If there had ever been any doubt, in this newly renovated world of tomorrow the ideal of the purchaser consumer, as aggregate buying power supporting the latest fashions, had beat out the citizen consumer, concerned with protecting the rights of individual consumers in the capitalist marketplace and the democratic polity.96 In the real world of tomorrow, the conflict over the fate of the consumer interest would take longer to play out. The needs of the home front would favor the citizen consumer impulse during wartime, but as postwar recovery loomed, this conflict from the 1930s would return to center stage, and its resolution would shape the character of postwar America.
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fable 3. SUHOOL SPENDING AND FROPERTY TAXATION IN SELECTED
COMMUNITIES OF ESSEX COUNTY, NEW JERSEY, MID-19705, AFTER PASSAGE OF
PUBLIC SCHOOL EDUCATION ACT OF 1975
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Iabis 4. WEALIH, SCHOUL SFERDING, ARD FROFERTY TAXATION 1N SELECTED COMMURITIES OF ESSEX GOUNTY, WEW JERSEY, 1960
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fable 3. PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL MUNIGIFAL REVENDES (INGLUDING
INTERGOVERNMENTAL REVENUES) DERIVED FROM LOCAL PROPERTY TAXES,
SELECTED CITIES IN THE UNITED STATES AND IN NEW JERSEY, 1970
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SUBURBAN DEVELOPMENT IN NEW JERSEY
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Find the $25,000 executive without life insurance.
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TO NEW FRIENDS

AND A NEW CAREER

NEW JERSEY'S GREATEST STORE,
ONE OF AMERICA’S FINEST





OEBPS/images/Cohe_9780307555366_epub_063_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cohe_9780307555366_epub_062_r1.jpg
- = =N == =





OEBPS/images/Cohe_9780307555366_epub_061_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cohe_9780307555366_epub_060_r1.jpg





