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Some South Dakotans' Opinions
About the New Deal
INDA AVERY

Editor's Note: The following article could be classified more
as a social study of South Dakotans during the New Deal than
as a scientific survey. It has been included in this issue as an
incentive to encourage more substantial research and writing on
the subject of the 1930s in South Dakota.
The 1920s and 1930s were particularly hard years for South
Dakotans, the depression having hit the state a decade earlier
than elsewhere. Once the relief programs were finally established in the mid-1930s, South Dakotans were not hesitant
to take advantage of what they had to offer. But today, some
forty years later, many South Dakotans seem to be reluctant to
admit that they themselves received aid.
"Can you ñnd work to earn your train ticket home at the
end of the term? Rain is uncertain and prices have tumbled. The
folks are in a bind." This was the message from a sister to a
South Dakotan completing her freshman year at an Iowa college
in May 1921.
On a March morning in 1931, a young woman stepped off a
train in a small South Dakota town. Not expected until the
following day, she walked the long mile to the farm home.
Forenoon shadow grayed the familiar kitchen. With mother
gone, no heat came from the cooking range. "Father and the
boys will come at noon. Mother always prepared a warm
midday meal. I'll get things ready.-Only this half-bowl of sugar
and a pat of butter in the cupboard?—I'm forgetting, we kept
foods on the cellarway shelf." There the meal was waiting—thin,
darkened slices of banana atop lemon jello; tiny potatoes boiled
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in their jackets; milk in a crock. That was all. The visitor wiped
a tear.
It was October 1932. A young calf held promise for food. It
was known that striking farmers, protesting market prices, were
blocking roads to the Sioux Falls stockyards. But, riding on a
spring seat clamped to a small wagon that housed the calf, the
oldest boy, a sister accompanying, drove a team of horses the
twenty-some miles to the city. As they reached the striking
picketers, two men approached the wagon. Belligerently at first,
then quietly, they listened to the explanation of need. They
waved the wagon forward.
The 1921 letter could be considered announcement of South
Dakota's Great Depression, a trauma that lasted in the Prairie
State the greater part of two decades. Of those twenty years,
one man said, "I always had money—I kept two pennies to
jingle in my pocket." For the most part, South Dakota was an
onlooker to the affluence of the twenties. In that decade the
United States as a whole expanded. Bigness and efficiency
described the mood that popularized the motion picture, the
Ford car, the stockbroker, the salesman, and the advertiser.
Population and wealth grew. Babbittry became a word. Cities
stretched, fortunes and corporations prospered. Borrowing to
speculate in the unregulated money market became fashionable.
"The business of America is business," said President Coolidge.
In those yeasty years the Prairie State suffered the bitter
statistic of being highest in the nation in per capita state debt.
Her land boom of 1919-1920 was short-lived. Though the state
as a whole received a fraction above its mean annual rainfall of
19.12 inches, some counties experienced drought the majority
of the second decade. Agricultural prices were low. Wheat
brought $1.09 in 1920, but by 1930 sold for only 59 cents. To
compound these problems, by 1932 South Dakota's Rural
Credit debt had mounted to some $45 million.'
Also by 1932, foreclosure and migration had become
realities. Many banks had been unable to call in loans to meet
the demands of the creditor banks in the East. Between 1920
1. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1968), pp. 12, 282; South Dakota Crop and Livestock Reporting Service,
Pierre, S.Dak., 1968, p. 56.
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and 1934 about 71 percent of the state's banks failed, with
depositors losing some $39 million. In the ten years preceding
1932, 34,419 farm foreclosures had been initiated. Per capita
income in South Dakota fell from S358 in 1930 to $129 in
1933. By December 1934, 39 percent of the population was on
relief rolls, the highest relief load for any state. From 1933 to
1941, the federal government made farm benefit payments to
South Dakotans totaling $113,197,000. Approximately one
hundred thousand persons left the state to seek jobs elsewhere.^
The story of the nation's Great Depression-with its four
hundred failed banks, its over twelve million unemployed, its 38
cent wheat- is well known.3 To bring about recovery, President
Hoover's administration created the Federal Farm Board and
the Reconstruction Finance Corporation. Midway in his term
Congress passed the Emergency Relief Act and provided for
federal home loan banks. However, these measures failed to
stem the tide of financial debacle. Upon assuming the presidency. Franklin Roosevelt announced a "new deal" of federal
economic responsibility toward individual citizens. The "deal"
started with a bank holiday and was quickly followed with a
spate of congressional bills that tightened regulation of banking
and finance; enlarged the Emergency Relief Act of 1932;
launched the Agricultural Adjustment Act, the National Recovery Act, and the Public Works Administration; and created
the Civilian Conservation Corps and the Tennessee Valley
Authority. The Social Security and the Wagner Labor acts
followed in 1935 and the Wage and Hour Act in 1938.
In order to find out how South Dakotans reacted to the New
Deal, a questionnaire (see appendix) was sent to 500 persons.'*
2. Schell, History of South Dakota, pp. 283-84, 292; State Resources and
Planning Council, Population, Employment and Income in South Dakota (Vermillion; University of South Dakota, 1966), pp. 22, 58; Warren R. Pittman, Director
of the Argicultural Stabilization and Conservation Service, l^'arni Income Situation
Division, Economic Reseaich Service, Department of Agriculture, to the author, 15
Feb. 1972.
3. Ron W. Boardman, Jr., The Thirties: America and the Great Depression
(New York: Henry Z. Walck, Inc., 1967), p. 64.
4. Essentially, the questionnaire asked: what happened to your family
economically between 1933 and 1941; what do you think of the economic help given
in the New Deal programs; how do you assess the New Deal's relationship to the
politics of South Dakota; and what is your overall view of the New Deal? The
questionnaire was sent to both men and women. Names were secured from official
sources. The response, 32.8 percent, came from fifty-five counties.
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Buried machinery in a farmyard in Gregory County about 1936.

Many of the 164 who responded stated that during the harsh
years of the twenties and thirties many people left the state,
hoping for better opportunities elsewhere. The respondents'
families stayed, however. With stubborn determination, hope,
ties to family and soil, and the quest for freedom, they held on.
While few admitted that the Roosevelt administration helped
them directly, many believed that their neighbors were helped.
Still, they felt that the level of assistance offered them from the
federal government was "about right," and that government
spending on behalf of their neighbors was a good thingneighbors who could not make it on their own as the
respondents did.
This attitude has been identified by historians Eugene HoUon
in the Great American Desert and Gerald Nash in American
West in the Twentieth Century as the "western spht personality." They state that westerners have been prone to boast
individualistic self-sufficiency and to vote conservatively in local
state elections; yet have in every period of depression "stood
tall at the public trough" in Washington and have elected
"liberal" people to Congress who would "bring home the
bacon." They have lived in the best of both worlds-voting the
tradition of self-reliance and low taxes in the state, but electing
"liberals" to make their bids for welfare in the national capital.
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The respondents supported the idea of public assistance in
depression years, but they could not admit to having been
dependent upon it themselves (it was their neighbors who did
that), even though it was obvious that nearly all South
Dakotans survived the depression because of that assistance.
Could a grocery merchant have survived had Roosevelt not
provided relief-work salaries that were spent on food in grocery
stores? Could farmers have survived had not federal intervention
helped raise farm prices? The respondents gave verbal support
to public assistance in the abstract, because it saved their
helpless neighbors from demise, but they could not bring
themselves to admit that they too survived from the same
federal policies and expenditures. This is a good example of the
"split personality" that westerners have displayed whenever
nature and faulty economics have driven them to the wall.
Looking at the questionnaire, at first it appears that the
families who responded were better off financially than other
families in the state. Yet, accompaning remarks change this view
somewhat. One woman said, "We refused help; we repaid every
loan." Apparently, the woman did not think that a repaid loan
had been assistance. "Perhaps some financial assistance indirectly," a man offered. He could have been thinking of such
New Deal programs as stricter banking regulations or of benefit
payments to individual farmers, which found their way into the
tills of the merchants' stores. Of the persons who did not think
that the Roosevelt programs gave economic relief to their
communities, their comments focused on reasons other than
economic. The remark, "The New Deal made people think that
the government owed them a living," was typical.
The time covered by the survey, 1933-1941, may have
affected replies to the economic questions, reflecting the
financial improvement that set in during 1933. South Dakota
farm foreclosures had reached a high rate as early as 1924 and
1925, but eased after peaking in 1932. In May 1933, Congress
passed the Agricultural Administration Act and in June the
Farm Credit Act. By fall farmers were getting benefit payments
and relief was arriving for the general populace. By June 1936
the Home Owners Loan Corporation had refinanced more than
15 percent of all nonfarm properties occupied by owners. The
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programs of federal emergency relief, public works, federal
housing, Civilian Conservation Corps and national social security were in operation. The Works Progress Administration
spent over $35 million in South Dakota during the period from
1935 to 1938.5
Some of the respondents thought that the large farm
operator benefited more from what some labeled Roosevelt
"socialism" than did the small farm operator. They generally
agreed that those who left the state made a better living in the
new location and that most of them did not return to live in
South Dakota. However, many persons were very vocal about
the reasons why their families, who stayed in South Dakota, did
so. The main reasons were that they liked living in South
Dakota, were optimistic about the future, and had family ties.
Generally, the nineteenth-century immigrants liked the "freedom" of Dakota. They found here the open space they came
for. Yet, these immigrants and their descendants felt more than
love of the freedom of the state. They had a gut feeling that
here, on this sweeping, sometimes cruel, prairie was a chance to
carve out a personal kingdom and "make good." They had the
prairie fever, optimism. It would rain, they thought-if not
today, tomorrow. Prices for the produce would be better,
tomorrow.
It would be difficult to say whether love for the state or hope
for the pocketbook more strongly motivated the 1930s generation of South Dakotans, but the comments tended toward the
latter. "Our whole stake was in South Dakota; we stayed to save
it," "Better chance in South Dakota to come back," "Land
cheap in South Dakota, so why leave," and "Suddenly made
money under the New Deal, so it saved our farm." The last was
the only comment that credited the help of the New Deal as a
reason for staying in the state.
The persons responding to the sixteen federal programs
initiated in 1933 and shortly thereafter gave their strongest
commendation to the Social Security and Old-age Pension acts.
Secondly, responders liked the agricultural programs such as the
feed and seed measures, parity prices for farmers, crop
insurance, and loans. Third in their esteem was the Works
5. ScheU, History of South Dakota, pp. 283, 291-92.

Copyright © 1977 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Above, view of front yard of a farm in Beadle County;
below, dust drifts along the south side of Lake Byron.
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Progress Administration, popularly called the WPA. Legislation
dealing directly with money, labor problems, and the Tennessee
Valley Authority received their lowest ratings—although they
approved changes in banking procedures.
Therefore, from the responses it is clear that only two types
of New Deal assistance received majority endorsement: old age
security and farm programs. The amount of criticism from the
South Dakota press against the Social Security Act of 1935, and
the lukewarm approval of aid to farmers, is again evidence of
the western split personality. According to the respondents
many persons were affronted by what they saw as unfairness
and graft in the execution of farm programs. One critic said,
"Any 'benefit' to any farmer was wiped out by poorly
conceived and poorly executed controls." Another complained,
"Some never paid back when they were able." One irate
woman, though approving the federal help, said, "I couldn't
quite understand it. We had neighbors who were voting against
the New Deal and grabbing everything they could get their
hands on. We had to remove the men on our county committee
and put on men that would work for the good of all the
farmers." "The Soil Conservation Service is only for the big
operator," judged a protester, while another thought that "the
Feed and Seed program was only for farmers who were driving
fine Buick cars." Deploring "spongers," a respondent was
incensed remembering that "farmers well fixed financially were
getting grain." Another felt that "more and more went for
administration and less benefits to the producers."
Cynicism about a variety of programs surfaced. A critic of
social security reasoned, "Not yet proven; give it 25 more
years." More skeptical was the declaration, "Lucky if we ever
get back what we paid in." One person felt that old-age
pensions were commendable "if not abused," adding that
"some live better than taxpayers." There were judgments that
the Youth Conservation Corps "made loafers out of most of
them," that "any National Recovery Administration we ever
had was no good," that "too many take advantage of
unemployment insurance so it is unfair," and that "in the wake
of the Wagner Labor Act the bargaining rights are being
abused." "These were political programs for the Democratic
party, same as the poverty program of today-just for votes,"
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accused a partisan. One disillusioned person took to task those
who "continued to buy cigarettes and wliiskey."
However, proponents of New Deal aids were, if fewer in
number, equally vocal. This opinion, "The bank holiday alone
saved us from complete disaster," was typical. Programs that
were praised included tree planting, construction of farm dams,
soil conservation, and rural electrification.
The Prairie State, until recently a one-party state, Republican, poses an interesting case of apparent ideological dualism;
politically conservative but willing to experiment with rural
credits. Populism, and federal assistance. During the New Deal
period, the state wavered from its normal Republicanism to
support Franklin Roosevelt in 1932 and continued to support
him in 1936, though less strongly.^ However, after four years of
a Democratic governor and legislature, in 1936 voters elected a
Republican governor and state house of representatives, and a
United States congressman. In 1940, when President Roosevelt
received 449 electoral votes against Wendell Willkie's 82, South
Dakota cast a 57.4 percent popular vote for Wiilkie. South
Dakota ranked first among the midwestern states in Republican
percentage support for president in both 1936 and 1940."^
According to the respondents some of the reasons for the
state's early reversal back to the Republican party during the
Roosevelt years included dislike of centralized big government
and fear of socialistic New Deal programs. Some thought that
government help, which they approved, having been established
would continue under either party, and preferred to return to
the Republican party. Still others, having accepted some
6. Alan L. Clem, South Dakota Political Almanac. 2d ed. {Vermillion, S. Dak.:
Dakota Press, 1969), pp. 48-51 ; Clem, "Presidential Politics in South Dakota," Public
Affairs, Government Research Bureau no. 31 (15 Nov. 1967): 5-7.
7. Clem, Prairie State Politics (Washington, D.C.: Public Affairs Press, 1967),
p. 13. The reason that the results of the questionnaire seem to be unfavorable to the
New Deal lies in the technique used to try to insure that prevailing opinion of South
Dakota, a Republican state in the 1930'i, was secured for this study. To this end, the
questionnaire was sent to three Republicans for every one Democrat in twenty-seven
of the fifty-five counties. In tlie other twenty-eight counties, equal numbers of
Republicans and Democrats were contacted. There is no claim that this is a scientific
survey, interestingly, however, the response to the questionnaire corresponds with
most South Dakota newspaper editorals of the New Deal decade and follows the
political curve of the state as outlined in the paragraph above. Yet, the percentage of
Republican vote of responders is higher than that of the official vote of the 1930s.
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government relief, gravitated back to the party they traditionally supported.
The two main reasons-dislike of big government and fear of
socialistic programs—imply that voter protest to the New Deal
was highly idealogical. The economic reasons for returning
included the ideas that people thought federal aid, which they
approved, would continue under either party and preferred to
return to their traditional party. Others, having accepted some
governmental help, returned to their former party. The respondents' answers refute the theory that the small farmers in the
state voted Democrat in hope of receiving help from Washington and that, in disappointment, they returned to the Republican party in 1936. The generous amount of federal monies
directed toward agricultural relief in South Dakota in the New
Deal decade also refutes this theory.
Moreover, the respondents apparently did not object to the
cost of the programs. Although the South Dakota press
criticized the "spend-thrift Roosevelt programs," the state's
plight was real and any substantial amount of reluctance to
accept federal aid was rhetorical. During the campaign of 1936
a South Dakota Republican newspaper freely scolded the
Roosevelt program for not realizing more Washington help.
Respondents also rejected the idea of economic independence
as unrealistic in the 1930s—as they disallowed the idea that
people were interested in waiting for better times to come
"naturally" without government action. They felt that South
Dakotans had only a moderate fear that the state would
permanently lose power to the federal government.
Coinciding with the split personality theory, the four main
opinions about the New Deal show an emotional desire for
economic independence coupled with a comfortable trust in
economic paternalism. One respondent stated, "As South
Dakota people prosper, they favor the Republicans. In time of
economic distress they turn to the only party that offers any
assistance, the Democratic."
On the other hand, support for the New Deal came from a
woman who said she was weary of criticism of government aid
and of the holding of government office. "We do not belong to
the group that thinks a man is a rapscallion as soon as he holds a
government office. Our government is all of us doing to one
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another what we cannot do unaided. We appreciate the helping
hand of our government." One respondent, showing impatience
with claims of independence, wrote, "The income of merchants
and businessmen on Main Street was directly proportional to
the farm and town dwellers' incomes from federal grants, aid
programs, actual production." A counterpart wrote, "Anyone
who lived through the era you are probing must appreciate the
fact that the Roosevelt years and the New Deal was a stroke of
genius for our country. The bank holiday alone saved us from
complete disaster."
Persons who were critical of the New Deal expressed both
"independent" and "anti-socialistic" sentiments in their appraisals. A woman in this group said, "My husband and I
struggled through these years on our own; feel that the whole
program was a detriment to our country in that too many
young people grew up too dependent on the government and
are still seeking ways to make an easy living and allowing
communism to creep in more and more." Many respondents
deplored the burgeoning of government under New Dealism. As
one man stated, "Then as now if a new problem could not be
found, one was created, and a new office was created with
hundreds of government pie eaters with new positions. Every
one of these is a sure vote. Then, too, the 'New Deals' . . . cater
to big blocks of voters, such as unions and Negroes, promising
everyone 'pie in the sky.' " Some believed that the New Deal
destroyed the work ethic. "When the WPA programs went into
effect, we could just as well have taken the word pride out of
the dictionary. Our American way of life— the right way—has
slowly deteriorated ever since."
The final conclusion from the questionnaire was that the
majority of the respondents opposed the New Deal, mainly
because it ran contrary to individual initiative. Two questions
become apparent from this study. Considering South Dakota's
history of needing, seeking, and using federal monies, is South
Dakota's "rugged individualism" strong wish rather than actual
fact? Also, have South Dakotans been emotionally attuned to
the American system of federalism? This survey shows that
many respondents feel the national government to be in an
adversary role to local and state governments.
In reality, early settlers appear to have come to South Dakota
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with the expectation of being independent and self-sufficient.
However, the dry climate and precarious economic conditions
curtailed that independence. The second group of settlers
played the game of "individualism" in a government-business
relationship that was tied together so closely that it has been
said that candidates for state and national office were decided
in the Chicago headquarters of the Milwaukee Railroad. This
group used the national government to further its own
purposes, but was wary of it at the same time.
It can be guessed that in the 1930s neither group saw bank
failure, foreign market loss, a stock market crash, unemployment, and world-wide depression as warnings that the American
system of federalism needed a stimulus. Perhaps it was too early
to see that in a changing society a laissez-faire economy no
longer sufficed, that an unregulated economy could not be
trusted to cure its own ills. What was more, to acknowledge that
fact would have been to shatter the high merit of rugged
independence.
In a series of fireside chats Franklin Roosevelt set down his
own ideas. On 23 October 1936 he defended his course, saying,
"Collapse of business was the price we paid for not facing
intelligently the problems of private enterprise in a modem
world." A year later, he went a step further, reasoning, "If our
democracy is to survive, it must give the average man reasonable
assurance that the belt will be kept moving." ^
Many of those listening agreed with the president. But this
survey shows that many South Dakotans distrusted liis use of
government and his "socialism." Yet, when the rain and World
War II restored good times. South Dakotans continued to push
energetically for Roosevelt's programs; parity farm prices, farm
and home loans, rural electrification, soil conservation services,
and social security. South Dakotans have indeed tried to live in
the best of both worlds-^voting for self-reliance and fewer
public services at home, but electing more "liberal" people to
do our bidding in Washington. These citizens have worked hard,
lived through many hard times, and deserve a good living.
However, what is paradoxical has been their willingness to
accept public assistance and yet tend to deny this assistance and
claim self-reliance, thereby strengthening the theory of the
western split personality.
8. Ashley Montagu, The American Way of Life (New York: Putnam and Sons,
1967), p. 66.
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Appendix
QUESTIONNAIRE
Note: In this questionnaire, the term "your family" means>'ou,
and your parents, and your sisters and brothers.
1. Between 1 January 1933, and 1 January 1941, did your
family lose a farm or a business?
Yes: 31*
No: 132
If "y^s," how many farms were lost among you?: 40
If "yes" how many businesses were lost among you?; 5
2. At that period, did any of your family leave South Dakota
for economic reasons?
Yes: 38
No:125
If "yes," how many of you left?: 103 How many of you
stayed?: 141
3. If any of your family left, would you say that those who
moved usually made a better living in the new location?
Yes: 30 No: 5
4. If any of your family left the state in the years 1933
through 1940, how many of you returned to live in South
Dakota?" 25
5. Of those of your family who stayed in South Dakota during
that time, what do you think kept them here? (Please check
the one below that comes nearest to the reason.)
Family ties: 39
Optimism for a future in South Dakota: 67
Lack of money to move: 24
Every state in a "mess," so why leave?: 7
Liked to live in South Dakota so decided to "hang on": 73
Some other reason: 37
6. Did your family have some kind, or kinds, of financial
assistance from federal government programs of the New
Deal?
*Numbers are number of respondents who so answered.
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Yes: 70
No: 93
If "yes," was the amount only some: 59, or substantial. 9
Some people think that the operator of a large farm
benefited more from New Deal governmental programs than
the small farmer did. What do you think?
Small farmer benefited more: 9
Large farmer benefited more: 82
They benefited about the same: 54
Did the New Deal relieve the economic distress of your
community?
Yes: 94
No: 39
Somewhat: 15
If "y^s," which New Deal program, or programs, do you
think helped most? (Please name one or two.)
What do you think about the amount of help the federal
government under the New Deal gave people in economic
distress? Please check one.
Too much: 29
Too little: 21
About right: 86
Check the following kinds of help of which you approve.
Check as many as you wish:
The Bank Holiday and the changes in banking procedures
that followed: 66
WPA: 79
Crop Insurance and Loans: 73
Feed and Seed Programs: 89
New Federal Agencies, as:
AAA: 70
SCS: 60
Youth Conservation Corps: 67
Social Security Act: 119
1934 Gold Reserve Act (modified the gold standard): 32
The Wagner Labor Act (affirmed labor's right to organize
and to bargain collectively): 33
Unemployment Insurance: 40
Old-age pensions: 103
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Minimum wage laws: 49
Parity prices for farmers: 84
Securities regulation: 46
NRA (to encourage industrial recovery and combat unemployment: 37
Tennessee Valley Authority: 34
11. Did you vote for Franklin D. Roosevelt {Yes or No):
In 1932:No-78 Yes-71
In 1936: No-89 Yes-64
In 1940: N o - 9 4 Yes-57
12. Which of the following did you vote for for Governor of
South Dakota? (In each case, please underline the one you
voted for.):
In 1932, Warren E. Green (Rep.): 86 or Tom Berry
(Democrat): 58
In 1936, Leslie Jensen (Rep.): 96 or Tom Berry (Democrat): 53
In 1938, Harlan J. Bushfield (Rep.): 109 or Oscar Fosheim
(Democrat): 39
In 1940, Harlan J. Bushfield (Rep.): 107 or Lewis W.
Bicknell (Democrat): 44
13. What do you think is the reason that South Dakota soon
returned to the Republican Party after strong support for
FDR in 1932? (Please check one, two, or three of the
following reasons you think most nearly true.):
a. South Dakota wasn't prospering as much under the New
Deal as had been hoped: 35
b. People were afraid that the programs of the New Deal
were too socialistic: 81
c. People didn't like "big government dictating to them.":
87
d. People were afraid that the state would permanently
lose power to the federal government: 54
e. South Dakotans felt that our state had been "burned"
by our own Rural Credits venture, and felt that the New
Deal smacked too much of the same.: 44
f. People felt that in the long run the federal government
programs would be too costly.: 61
g. People felt that if they waited, times would "naturally"
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become better without "government interference," and
preferred the wait to continued government help.: 40
h. Some thought that government help-which they approved—having been established, would continue under
either party, and preferred to return to "their own
party—the Republican.": 66
i. South Dakota people wanted to "make it on their
own.": 54
j . Having accepted some federal relief. South Dakota
voters gravitated back to the party they traditionally
supported.: 65
k. A reason you may wish to add here.: 51
14. Write here any comment on the New Deal you may wish to
make.: 89 made comment.
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