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Beneath a rigid public policy, prosperous businessmen in the twen-
tieth century have adjusted to an America in flux more quickly and
more effectively than any other segment of society.!

On October 29, 1929, the roof fell in on the booming American economy. A
nation that since World War I had come to believe material progress was
inevitable and unstoppable suddenly witnessed the most surreal of spec-
tacles: panic on Wall Street. The change in economic conditions dashed the
expectations of thousands of businessmen; huge investments had to be
liquidated. Unemployment averaged 4 million in 1930, 8 million in 1931,
and 12.4 million in 1932.2

Vanishing with the expectation of unending prosperity was confidence —
confidence in the “American System,” in its underlying philosophy, in
its capacity to be different from that of other nations. In sum, the faith
people had in America’s chance to succeed in the noble experiment with self-
government was badly shaken.?

Shaken most of all perhaps were the businessmen, the heroes of the
1920’s. They had been given and had taken credit for the boom; now they
were called on to explain the collapse. They did not know the answer; they
were businessmen, not economists. So the search for explanations was on.
The economics profession offered an abundance of reasons: overinvestment,
underconsumption, the dearth of “investment opportunities,” Schumpeter’s
innovatory-investment theory, qualitative credit doctrines, overoptimism
and overpessimism.* Whatever the explanation, many people had the same
suspicion: Something was wrong with the American System.*

The search for explanations was outpaced only by the search for solu-
tions. The collective judgment that emerged was that market capitalism
had failed. Government, so it was decided, had to play a major role in the
economy after all, at least for the duration of the emergency. Solutions
differed in style and degree, but not in principle. Whereas previously the
economy was expected to pull itself out of depressions, this time nearly
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everyone acknowledged —whether reluctantly or enthusiastically —the need
for substantial government participation. This characterization holds for
both the Hoover and Roosevelt administrations.s

The Founding of the Liberty League

Seventeen months after the inauguration of the New Deal, a group of prom-
inent, wealthy businessmen announced the founding of the American Lib-
erty League. They did so, they said, because

the great majority of American citizens believe in sanity in govern-
ment. . .[and] are against hare-brained experiments and un-American
creeds which, under the guise of liberalism, retard social and economic
progress. They are against government waste, foolish spending, useless
taxation, bureaucratic arrogance, unsound experiments, impractical
policies.”

The League proclaimed its support of freedom, of frugal, honest, and
republican government, and of a sound dollar. It proclaimed its opposition
to socialism, fascism, communism, government competition with industry,
“easy money,” and excessive presidential power.#

Announcement of the League’s founding came in August 1934 from its
president, Jouett Shouse, formerly chairman of the executive committee of
the Democratic National Committee. Shouse told the press that the League
was non-partisan and not anti-Roosevelt. 1t wanted to work with Roosevelt
to keep the New Deal from straying onto an un-American path.® Despite
continual statements to this effect, few observers were convinced that this
was anything but an anti-Roosevelt crusade.

The organizers and leaders of the League were familiar names with
common interests. The early meetings comprised Shouse; John J. Raskob,
former Democratic National Committee chairman and executive of the
Du Pont company and General Motors; John W. Davis, 1924 Democratic
presidential candidate and a J. P. Morgan & Co. attorney; Alfred E, Smith,
1928 Democratic presidential candidate; Alfred P. Sloan, General Motors
executive; Ernest T. Weir, president of Weirton Steel; and three du Pont
brothers, Pierre, Irénée and Lammot. Some of these made up the first
administrative committee of the league.'® The initial board of directors was
indeed bipartisan, comprising Democrats Smith and Davis, and Republi-
cans James W. Wadsworth, Jr. and Nathan Miller, a U.S. Steel director
and former governor of New York. Irénée du Pont was a hybrid, a Repubii-
can who had voted for Smith and Roosevelt in 1928 and 1932.

The organizational roots of the League are easy to trace. Many of the
officers and organizers had been active in the Association Against the
Prohibition Amendment, a Raskob-du Pont venture that ended with the
repeal of the 18th Amendment in 1933. Shouse was president of the AAPA



1982 THE AMERICAN LIBERTY LEAGUE 147

from August 1932 to December 1933. They opposed Prohibition because
they believed it induced lawlessness and corruption, legislated morality,
violated states’ rights, and increased the income tax by making a liquor tax
impossibie.!! When these same men grew discontented with the New Deal,
they decided to approach the AAPA membership with the idea of con-
verting it into a new group,

Raskob, a good friend and feilow Catholic of Al Smith, did the bulk of
the early organizing and thinking about the League. In July 1934, he sent
Shouse and Lammot and Irénée du Pont a proposed charter for the “Union
Asserting the Integrity of Persons and Property.” He wanted the union to
teach people about the Constitution and uphold individual initiative. In line
with the proposed name, he also wanted the new group to “preserve the
ownership and lawful use of property when acquired.”'?

As the planning proceeded, several alternative names were suggested in
letters that passed among these men: National Property League, Associa-
tion Asserting the Rights of Properiy, and Defenders of the Constitution. It
was John W, Davis who eventually came up with the most popular name
when he suggested to Raskob “The American Liberties League” and “The
Liberty League.”?3

Seed money for the League came from sixty-eight original subscribers,
including the organizers, whose coniributions ranged from %50 to
$25,000.%4 In six years, the League collected and disbursed nearly $1.2
million, all but $200,000 in the first twenty-six months. This does not
include money raised by the state and local League units. Despite League
claims that it had many small contributors, most of the money came from
the du Ponts and a few others. In 1936, a typical year, the League raised
$34,000 in contributions of less than $100. Irénée du Pont alone contributed
almost $80,000 that year,!s

The League carried on its educational effort with a campaign of publi-
cations, speeches and newspaper columns. Between August 1934 and Sep-
tember 1936, it turned out 135 pamphlets (better than one per week), many
of which were texts of speeches given by League officers. It also published a
monthly bulletin that analyzed New Deal developments, leaflets summar-
izing its positions, and reports of its lawyers’ committee, which, in contro-
versial fashion, passed on the constitutionality of legislation in advance of
the courts.!¢

In its pamphlets (6 million copies of which are distributed), the League
battled to restore respect for its interpretation of the Constitution, to show
the dangers of the New Deal and to regain respect for business and the
accumulation of wealth. Indeed, when Raskob first discussed forming the
League, he said it should encourage “people to get rich.”'” Conceding
government’s responsibility “to provide for those who because of invol-
untary unemployment or disability cannot provide for themselves,”18
League publications warned that the New Deal endangered the Constitu-
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tional checks-and-balances system, separation of powers, states’ rights and
the Bill of Rights. Unsure whether the New Deal was socialist or fascist, it
denounced it as both.'®

In 1936 the League issued a “Program to Congress.” It called on Con-
gress to end the deficit by cutting spending, eventually turn relief programs
over to the states, limit public works to projects private enterprise could not
handle, cut taxes, restore a sound dollar, end economic planning and gov-
ernment competition with industry, relieve pressure on public-utility hold-
ing companies, curb the Tennessee Valley Authority, consider transferring
Social Security to the states, repeal agricultural restrictions based on false
scarcity, streamline the bureaucracy and take back the authority surren-
dered to the executive branch,?®

Looking with alarm over the unprecedented array of new government
agencies, the League wanted no New Deal measure made permanent until it
was shown to be in the best interests of the people.?' The League also spent
much time defending property rights. As Shouse put it once,

If one thing more than another has been proved by historical experi-
ence, it is that the denial of property rights has always been the prelude
to the denial of human rights.2

Though the League began shortly before the 1934 Congressional elec-
tions, it took no part in them for fear of being branded ami-Democrat and
anti-New Deal. Instead, it geared its efforts to the 1936 presidential elec-
tion, The climax of that activity came in January 1936, when Al Smith
delivered his famous speech at the Mayflower Hotel in Washington, D.C,
Declaring that he was leaving the Democratic party, Smith blasted the New
Deal —without mentioning it —for its socialist and even communist lean-
ings.?* At this point, the League had hopes of denying Roosevelt renomina-
tion at the Democratic convention. Until U.S. Senator Huey Long of Loui-
siana was assassinated in September 1935, the League was rumored to have
supported him for the nomination. This was denied by Shouse and given
Long’s “share-the-wealth” philosophy, seems unlikely. But the League did
put money into a meeting of the Southern Committee to Uphold the Consti-
tution. The Macon, Georgia, meeting was co-sponsored by “share-the-
wealth” preacher Gerald L. K. Smith. Dubbed the “Grass Roots Conven-
tion,” it was to kick off the presidential quest of Georgia Governor Eugene
Talmadge, a former Long associate. To the embarrassment of the du Ponts
and Alfred Sloan, known racist and fascist elements participated. The
League was also interested in the short-lived anti-Roosevelt challenge
mounted by New York attorney Henry Breckinridge.

However, by early spring of 1936, hopes of defeating Roosevelt at the
convention had been dashed.?* That left Republican candidate Alfred M.
Landon as the only hope, despite his “progressive” Republicanism.2 By this
time, however, the League had been so hopelessly branded as a rich-man’s
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club that Landon, fearing a “kiss of death,” asked that it not endorse him.
Its leaders supported him quietly.2¢

The news media’s response to the formation of the League was mixed,
but the Roosevelt administration and its supporters were clear early on
about their reaction and strategy. They would not argue with the League;
rather, they would do everything to portray it as the voice of privilege
angered by a president who was rocking the boat on behalf of “the people.”?’
Roosevelt also hit the League for picking only one thing to defend: prop-
erty. He likened the League to a group formed to uphold two of the Ten
Commandments. 28

Roosevelt went even further; in the 1936 campaign he sought to make
the League the major issue. Gleeful at Smith’s attack at the Mayflower,
he used his convention speech to denounce the “economic royalists” and
reminded the American people that when Herbert Hoover accused Smith of
advocating socialism in 1928, Smith retorted that the rich always use that
charge to stop progressive legislation. He also told the voters that Smith in
1931 had called on the government to do in the Depression what it would do
in a war, What does a Democracy do in a war? Smith asked.

It becomes a tyrant, a despot, a real monarch. In the World War we
took our Constitution, wrapped it up and laid it on the shelf and left it
there until it was over.?®

In another official response to the League, James A, Farley, chairman
of the Democratic National Committee, said it “ought to be called the
American Cellophane League [because] first, it’s a du Pont product and,
second, you can see right through it,”39

Even other New Deal opponents criticized the League. Socialist Party
presidential candidate Norman Thomas said that since it lacked a coherent
economic and social philosophy, it failed to recognize how conservative
Roosevelt's policies were. 3!

Perhaps the most interesting reaction was that of former President
Herbert Hoover, who was asked by Raskob to join the League. Calling it
“one of the humors of the times,” he noted that its leaders were the same
men who had smeared him in the 1932 campaign while supporting Roose-
velt for president. He also noted that the leaders had supported Roosevelt
for a year before founding the League. As he wrote in a telegram to a friend,

They are, therefore, hardly the type of men to lead the cause of Lib-
erty. ... I have no more confidence in the Wall Street model of human
liberty, which this group so well represents, than I have in the Pennsyl-
vania Avenue model upon which the country now rides.3?

The Demise of the League

Roosevelt’s overwhelming forty-six-state sweep over Landon in 1936 all but
wrecked the League. After the election its public activities stopped and its
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staff was cut. Irénée and Pierre du Pont were its sole support. Shouse’s
salary was cut from $54,000 to $12,500, and a year later he took no salary.
When the Library of Congress refused to accept its papers, they were
burned.

Though it continued io analyze legislation for those in Congress who
would listen, it did little else. Eventually, the du Ponts withdrew their finan-
cial support because Congress enacted limits on political contributions.
Even when Roosevelt tried to pack the Supreme Court, the League, real-
izing the kiss-of-death problem, worked only quietly behind the scenes. It
finally disbanded in 1940.

The consensus of historians is that the League was a colossal failure.
Despite its aspirations to become a mass organization, it was little more
than a clique whose interests seemed out of kilter with the rest of the nation,
Given the economic upheaval and the belief that it was business’s fault, the
League was e¢asily discredited. It did little to help its own cause, allowing
itself to be linked to racist, antisemitic, right-wing and even fascist groups.
As William Allen White put it, the League and the du Ponts were “black
hearts in the popular imagination.”3?

Why the Liberty League?

When viewed in conventional terms the founding of the League seems
unmysterious, Presumably, nothing could be more predictable. In this view,
the Depression represents lgissez faire capitalism’s heart attack after the all-
night bacchanalia of the 192("s. Herbert Hoover, in this morality play, is
the ghost of capitalism past who refused to face reality. Roosevelt is the
knight on the white steed; he rides to rescue “the people” and tame the busi-
nessmen secking to restore the pre-Depression era. The League represents
the last gasp of the entrenched class, which refuses to accept the changing
times and, in its senility, hopes to restore laissez faire.*

In sum, the New Deal era is seen as a second Progressive Era, which is
also portrayed as a liberal-populist triumph over the abusive, monopolistic
free market and robber barons. The problem with this view is that it neglects
critical facts that cannot be integrated into the hypothesis. A new interpre-
tation of both eras has been contributed by, ironically, a combination of
New Left-Marxist historians and individualist-libertarian historians.?

Unfortunately, the New Leftists’ Marxism impedes their economic
understanding of what happened from the turn of the century through the
1930°s.2% A synthesis, however, of their political-social insights and the
sound economic theory of others, particularly the “Austrian school,” yields
a new, radical and coherent interpretation of this period.® From this new
perspective, the 1920°s were not years of /aissez faire, but, rather, years of
substantial political influence on the economy, largely in two areas. First,
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Herbert Hoover, as secretary of commerce under Harding and Coolidge,
worked hard to form a partnership between business and government
through trade-association codes designed to curb “cutthroat competition.”
Far from being the last advocate of laissez faire, Hoover spent his life evan-
gelizing against unbridled individualism and unfetiered competition. When
the stock market crashed, Hoover initiated efforts to keep wages up, bail
out failing banks, farmers and businesses (the Reconstruction Finance
Corporation}, employ people through public works, raise taxes and restrict
imports. “Rather than the last of the old presidenis, Herbert Hoover was
the first of the new.”38

The other major government intervention during the 1920°s was the
massive expansion of the money supply and credit by the Federal Reserve
System. This set in motion the boom that eventually brought the bust, The
Depression, then, was not the product of the free market, but of intrusion
into the market by coercive government measures.>®

The next link in this revisionist analysis is its interpretation of the Roose-
velt Administration. It maintains that despite its anti-business rhetoric, the
New Deal was largely a conservative holding-action designed to prevent the
social upheaval and radical change that might have been induced by the
Depression. This perspective points out that the New Deal brought no funda-
mental change in economic arrangements or “distribution” of wealth and
that the financial and industrial establishments were stabilized by Roose-
velt’s programs. It also points out, as some mainstream historians have also
done, that the New Deal did not end the Depression; war spending did.°

Finally, this perspective takes a fresh look at the political role of busi-
ness. As Kolko and others have demonstrated, many major corporate
leaders were never opposed to government regulation; they simply wanted
to determine the regulation’s content. Otherwise, they were completely
favorable to political shelter from the ever-changing, consumer-driven
marketplace that recognizes no vested interests.*!

Nowhere is this plainer than in the Depression era. Major businessmen
had already initiated the trade-association code movement,42 and as soon as
the stock market crashed, they accelerated their pressure for a govermment-
business partnership. These proposals generally entailed “self-regulation”
by business through codes approved and supervised by the federal govern-
ment and through suspension or modification of the antitrust laws, which
had been an uncertain nuisance since the days of William Howard Taft and
Theodore Roosevelt. General Eleciric president Gerard Swope and the
Chamber of Commerce of the United States offered far-ranging plans that
became models for Roosevelt’s National Recovery Administration, 3

Significantly, these schemes had their roots in the economic planning of
World War I, when businessmen got their first full-fledged chance to use
the state to “rationalize” the market.*

Many businessmen pressed Hoover to expand his anti-Depression pro-
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grams to include Swope’s plan because they believed the crisis was caused by
underconsumption and destructive competition. When Hoover balked,
believing the plan went too far in centralizing bureaucratic power, many
leading corporate figures deserted him and backed Roosevelt in 1932.45
Moreover, businessmen were the major architects of and major participants
in the New Deal itself; they defended its extension in later years.*6

Reconstructing the Liberty League Story

This picture of the Depression, business and the New Deal makes the found-
ing of the League more puzzling. It is no longer satisfactory to say that the
League opposed government regulation and favored faissez faire. Most big
businessmen did not. It is not enough to say that the League feared that
Roosevelt was a radical, a socialist or a communist. Most big businessmen
did not think such things. Why then was there an American Liberty League?

Answers to that question are found in the pre-New Deal activities and
philosophies of the League’s principals, in their affiliations and their polit-
ical endorsements. For example, Raskob, the key League figure, was re-
garded by his contemporaries as an example of an “enlightened,” progres-
sive corporate leader. As early as 1908 he favored profit-sharing programs
for workers and the eight-hour day. In 1920 he distributed 500 copies of
Calvin Coolidge’s book, Have Faith in Massachusetts, which endorsed
punishment of business for monopolistic practices. Later in the decade,
Raskob proposed a “workingman’s trust,” an old-age pension plan. As he
said at the time, “We shall arrive, if you please, at something like the goal of
the socialists” without levelling everyone.4?

After World War 1, Woodrow Wilson appointed Raskob, along with
Bernard M. Baruch, John D. Rockefeller, Jr., Samuel Gompers, John L.
Lewis, Ida Tarbell, and others, to the National Industrial Conference, a
panel designed to bring peace to labor-management relations.*® Raskob’s
interest in “progressive” labor measures reflected his belief that a shorter
work week would make workers more productive and give them more time
10 act like consumers.* He, like other establishment leaders, also believed
such concessions helped secure the status quo. As he wrote in the Literary
Digest in 1931,

0Old age and unemployment insurance we believe to be bulwarks against
communism. ... These are the greatest fears, old age pauperisin and
unemployment, which if left unsatisfied might drive the masses to put
their faith in another social order.

These concerns explain his affiliation with two big-business-backed social-
reform organizations, the American Association for Labor Legislation and
the National Civic Federation.5!

Raskob’s role in the 1928 presidential campaign is also revealing. When
his protege, Al Smith, got the nomination, Raskob was named chairman of
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the Democratic National Committee. He in turn appointed Bernard M.
Baruch, the premier practitioner of the government-business alliance
whom Raskob had advised on economic matters, to the party’s executive
committee.*?

Smith’s philosophy, as enunciated in the Raskob-directed campaign, did
not portend later opposition to the New Deal. Smith advocated a host of
programs, such as agricultural regulation similar to the Federal Reserve’s
banking regulation, farm-price supports, public ownership of certain types
of development, and “tremendous and direct [government] responsibility”
for the people’s welfare.®?

Many of Smith’s words were actually those of Raskob, who wrote cam-
paign speeches. As New Dealer Hugh S. Johnson described this contribution,

In these. . .documents will be found the development of the economic
philosophy of the 1928 campaign and almost all that happened since. Of
a part of this philosophy, NRA was a concrete expression,’

Johnson added that Raskob’s speeches “contain the essence” of what Roose-
velt said in 1932 about stimulating the economy. In one speech, which
Raskob himself delivered, he said,

The Democrats believe that prosperity lies in maintaining equality of
benefits. ... The simple process of elevating the depressed segment will
give an immediate impetus to business progress.ss

Despite Raskob’s annoyance with government “interference” with busi-
ness, he clearly was no advocate of laissez faire. In a 1928 letter to Irénée
du Pont, he wrote,

Governor Smith’s ideas of protecting big business are quite in accord
with yours and mine. ... He believes in a tariff of honesty, that is, to
give all the tariff protection that industry needs in order to enable it to
pay high wages and meet other conditions existing in industry here.%

Interestingly, it was Raskob who persuaded Roosevelt to run for gov-
ernor of New York in 1928. Smith and Raskob believed they needed a
strong gubernatorial candidate to help Smith carry New York. FDR declined,
citing his health and huge debts on his Warm Springs, Georgia, property as
reasons. When Raskob offered to pay the debts, Roosevelt accepted the
draft.s?

Raskob, Smith and the du Ponts wholeheartedly joined other business-
men seeking government help when the stock market broke. While Raskob
had mixed feelings about Swaope’s plan, he did say that government should
“safeguard the public by regulation against monopoly and unfair trade
practices.”*® He recommended that a federal commission be formed to rule
on proposed business mergers in advance to eliminate the costly effort of
Sherman Act cases.

The committees Hoover set up in response to the market crash included
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both Raskob and Pierre du Pont. Raskob served on the Committee on
Recent Economic Changes, while du Pont was a member of the Committee
for Employment and the Committee on Mobilization of Relief Resources.
Du Pont also participated in Hoover’s White House conferences with
business aimed at sustaining wages.**

Though Raskob opposed the massive tariff increases in the Smoot-
Hawley bill, signed by Hoover in 1930, he continued to favor tariffs to help
business and labor, and he proposed that tariff-setting power be transferred
from Congress to an expert commission, He also proposed, perhaps reflect-
ing his interest in General Motors, that the government stari a coast-to-
coast highway system for public-works purposes.® Going further, Raskob
endorsed a government farm-recovery plan proposed by California fruit
grower-packer Clemens Horst and in the spring of 1932 —several months
after the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) began —recommended
the creation of a $5 billion bipartisan agency to lend money to state and
local governments and corporations facing bankruptcy. The agency was
also to have the authority to halt enforcement of anti-business rulings by
other government agencies where contrary to the public interest. This is
remarkably similar to Roosevelt’s NRA ¢!

As the 1932 Democratic convention approached, Roosevelt was not
Raskob’s first choice for the presidential nomination. This was primarily
because FDR had equivocated on Prohibition; Raskob was an unabashed
wet. After the convention, though he remained party chairman and donated
$23,000 to the campaign, Raskob briefly expressed concern that Roosevelt
was a “radical.”®? But the concern soon ended; after the election Raskob
was optimistic and conceded that his earlier impression had been mistaken.?
Shortly after the inauguration in March 1933, he wrote Roosevelt,

[ felt that the only way a Democratic form of . . . government can ever
succeed is to recognize the fact that there are times when it becomes

necessary to recognize a dictatorship. War is an outstanding example of
this.®*

And in another letter to FDR, Raskob wrote, “Except in war time, few
presidents have accomplished as much in a whole term as you have in a
single month.”s’

Pierre du Pont’s outlook was similar to that of his protege Raskob. As
he put it to a friend, “I cannot say that | have been much displeased by any
of his fRoosevelt’s] recent uiterances during the campaign.”s¢

Once the New Deal was in full swing, Raskob and the du Ponts went
merrily along. Pierre and Raskob were members of the various business
advisery boards and councils of the National Recovery Administration and
Commerce Department. The du Ponts helped write the chemical-industry
codes of fair practices that the NRA required.s” As chairman of the NRA’s
Industrial Advisory Board, Pierre told the American Arbitration Associa-
tion on January 25, 1934, that, though he was at first skeptical about the
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NRA, he now regarded it as an “opportunity, an invitation, almost a com-
pulsion for men to get together.”® He was also optimistic about the labor
provision of the National Industrial Recovery Act, which weakly recognized
workers’ rights to collective bargaining and was quoted in the January 26,
1934 New York Times: “The Recovery Act has provided an opportunity to
deal with strikes in the way labor wants 10 deal with them, so eventually [
think strikes will disappear.”s°

Clearly, the men who later set up the American Liberty League showed
no signs through early 1934 of dissatisfaction with corporate statism. The
du Ponts favored a liquor tax and national sales tax, primarily so the hated
income tax could be lowered; advocacy of new taxes is hardly the mark of a
laissez fuire ideologue. Even on their most antistatist cause, Prohibition, the
du Ponts do not come off as libertarians. When Prohibition ended, Pierre
became Delaware’s first state liquor commissioner, overseeing the licensing
and regulatory apparatus.’™ And as late as 1933 he joined in the Commerce
Department Business Advisory Council’s call for a two-year extension of
the National Industrial Recovery Act. A few months earlier, Raskob, at a
conference of businessmen called by Roosevelt, approved a recommenda-
tion for a one-year NIRA extension.”™

When the New Deal wound down and the new decade began, Raskob
and the du Ponts seemed in no way reluctant to again deal with Roosevelt in
ways that would offend a leissez faire stalwart. During World War 11, the
RFC offered to buy the Du Pont company’s neoprene plant in Louisville
for the government’s wartime synthetic-rubber program. Du Pont was
willing to sell only if it had an option to buy the plant back after the war, an
arrangement that would have violated RFC policy. When Du Pont presi-
dent Waiter S. Carpenter, Jr. and RFC chairman Jesse H. Jones met to iron
out the differences, Jones said that even without an option, Du Pont would
have an advantage over other potential buyers because it knows the plant,
which would be advertised for “all cash.” Twenty minutes later, Carpenter
said, “Mr. Jones, that will be satisfactory.”?2

Perhaps more revealing is a 1941 incident: Roosevelt asked Jones to
quietly investigate the feasibility of the federal government’s buying the
Empire State Building. This would enable the government, Roosevelt said,
to centralize its offices in New York City. More importantly, the building
was owned by Raskob (82 percent), Smith (10 percent) and Pierre du Pont
(8 percent). Smith also managed the building as its president. Raskob had
begun building it in the spring of 1929; when it opened in 1931 tenants were
scarce for obvious reasons. The venture lost money all through the 1930%s.73
Roosevelt’s sudden request that Jones “put together and justify [the project]
if possible” came days after Smith had visited the White House.™ When
Jones told Roosevelt it was unnecessarily cosily, FDR replied, “Yes, Jesse,
all that is probably true, but 1 would like to do something for Al Smith. He
is broke and has an expensive family.”’* Smith later told Jones that he pro-
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posed the sale to Roosevelt “to help his [Smith’s] friend Mr. Raskob get
some money out of a losing venture.”?®

Jones stalled on the project until it was forgotten. In writing about the
incident, he recalled that Raskob had paid Roosevelt’s debts in 1928, and
commented, “So, in buying the Empire State Building from Mr. Raskob
and Governor Smith, the President would be doing something for the two
men who had done the most to make him President.”””

In light of all this, the founding of the League is more of a mystery than
the conventional perspective would have it. Other historians have suggested
reasons for some businessmen’s break with FDR. Undoubtedly, the accu-
mulating restrictive red tape of the NRA — for instance, hearings on code
changes—disillusioned some. For others, Comerford writes, proposed
regulation of the stock exchange was the last straw.?® Still others have
written that some businessmen came to hate FDR because the Depression
had shifted prestige from them to bureaucrats.” Fear of the labor provi-
sions of the NRA also played a role in this.?®

Surely one of the major reasons was that under certain New Deal pro-
grams the government competed with “private enterprise.” The Tennessee
Valley Authority is but one example; the Works Progress Administration,
Public Works Administration and Civilian Conservation Corps are others.
Concern about these programs fueled a frequently cited letter from the Du
Pont company vice president (and du Pont brother-in-law), R. R. M. Car-
pentet. In the late-1933 letter, which may have been the final impetus to the
League’s founding, Carpenter complained to Raskob that he had difficulty
keeping and hiring laborers because the government offered them higher
wages. In response, Raskob complained of “communist elements” in the
New Deal and suggested that Carpenter and the du Ponts start an organiza-
tion to encourage “people to get rich.”3! Carpenter's other concern—no
doubt a concern of others—was the New Deal’s occasional anti-business
rhetoric. The most extreme examples were Rexford Tugwell’s, though not
everyone in the Brains Trust agreed with him. Tugwell, for instance, said,

Planning will necessarily become a function of the Federal Government,
either that or the planning agencies will supercede [sic] that govern-

ment. ... Business will logically be required to disappear. . .. Planning
implies guidance of capital uses. ... The future is becoming visible in
Russia. %2

The problem with the “red rhetoric” explanation is that many business-
men were not bothered by it; perhaps this is because it seemed not to influ-
ence Roosevelt’s policymaking. Hawley and others believe it was purely
political:

The denunciation of “monopoly” and the attacks on unpopular
groups like Wall Street, the Power Trust, and the Sixty Families, kept
the antitrusters happy, while at the same time organized industrial
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pressure groups were being allowed to write their programs of market
control into law.#?
Hofstadter points out that the rhetoric was directed against only a minority
of businessmen.® Conkin sums up this point, noting, “Even when he
[Roosevelt] served conservative causes, he preached an alien gospel.”s

More important to the founding of the League were the personal feuds
that developed between Smith, Raskob and the du Ponts, on one hand, and
Roosevelt, on the other. Smith’s relationship with Roosevelt cooled when
Roosevelt was elected governor of New York (after Smith and Raskob had
urged him to run), but Smith failed to carry the state, Smith was disap-
pointed that Governor Roosevelt did not appoint him to any position, seek
his advice {(Smith was his gubernatorial predecessor), or namie his favorites
to state posts. He also disliked Roosevelt’s neglect of his state duties in seek-
ing the presidential nomination. %

Smith, Raskob, and the du Ponts also had reason to be disturbed with
Roosevelt over Prohibition. This came to a head in March 1931, when
Raskob pushed the Democratic National Committee to adopt a “home rule”
liquor plan. Roosevelt, looking ahead to the nomination fight, feared that
explicit opposition to Prohibition wouid cost him southern support.®?

Roosevelt stoked the fires of this feud when he maneuvered to have
Senator Thomas J. Walsh of Montana named permanent chairman of the
national convention, despite the position’s having been promised to Raskob’s
choice, Jouett Shouse.®® After the election, Roosevelt deposed Raskob as
party chairman.

For the du Ponts, the crowning blow must have been the U. S. Senate’s
Special Committee on Investigation of the Munitions Industry. Formed in
the spring of 1934 with Roosevelt’s blessing, the committee, chaired by
isolationist Republican Senator Gerald P. Nye of South Dakota, held public
hearings from the fall of 1934 to early 1936. The Du Pont company, among
others, was named for its World War [ profits and ties to war-materiel
manufacturers in Britain and elsewhere. When Roosevelt refused to con-
demn the investigation, the du Ponts became interested in an anti-New Deal
organization. 8

Finally, the du Ponts felt that government regulation was getting too
close to home. Lammot du Pont complained in January 1933 that Roose-
velt’s Securities Act was “onerous” because it required public disclosure of
financial information with stock issunes. Other measures that irritated the
du Ponts were the Air Mail Act, with its rigid controls for federal con-
tracts —which forced dissolution of Henry B. du Pont’s General Aviation
Corporation —and the Railroad Retirement Act —which required pensions
for railway workers. (Pierre, Irénée and Raskob were railroad directors.)®?

The upshot is that there is no evidence to support the contention that the
American Liberty League was anything but a group formed by men who
disliked Roosevelt’s style and perhaps the degree of his intervention. The
evidence shows that they had no objection based on principle to government
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intervention in the economy. Of course, many of the thousands of League
members may have had more substantive criticisms, but this is untrue of the
leaders.®!

Also indicative of the League’s character is the absence of the New
Deal’s most perceptive pro-market critics, including Albert Jay Nock,
Garet Garrett, John T. Flynn, Frank Chodorov and —best of all—H. L.
Mencken. %

In assessing the League, Norman Thomas’s words ring true. Because it
lacked a coherent world view, the League was unwilling to see the essential
conservatism of the New Deal. Unsurprisingly, it utterly failed to excite op-
position among a bewildered public.

Just as the New Deal was no revolution, the American Liberty League
was no attempted counterrevolution, much less a libertarian resistance.
Rather, it was the manifestation of a feud (neither the first nor the last)
between factions of the ruling establishment, with the public, as usual, get-
ting hit in the crossfire. The League episode is instructive in demonstrating
that, despite rhetoric and apparently significant splits in the “power elite,”
American politics changes very little.
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