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Abstract In this article, I show that Depression-era popular opposition to gold

standard orthodoxy had an identifiable impact on New Deal policy. Popular pressure

was rooted in a political-economic vision I call the “moral economy of money.” The

moral economy of money included a critique of the gold standard and creditor classes

and advocated a democratization of control over money and credit to restore social

justice. Against many odds, Roosevelt narrowly defeated congressional majorities

connected to popular groups bent on mandating Treasury currency issue. At the same

time, he pioneered a discourse that became generalized in the following decades and

discouraged a reemergence of the moral economy of money.

*****

In the first years of the Great Depression, most prominent
policymakers and politicians in the United States were willing to
accept mass unemployment and foreclosures to uphold the gold
standard (Eichengreen and Temin 2000). They considered that the
gold standard was a self-correcting market mechanism and govern-
mental interference would only delay recovery. But popular groups
challenged this philosophy of inaction, and demanded that the
nation create cash to help them. Unemployed and impoverished,
tens of thousands of veterans squatted in Washington, D.C. to
demand legal tender money. Meanwhile, indebted farmers called for
inflation through Treasury currency issue while organizing to protect
their neighbors against eviction. In a context of crisis and popular
pressure, Congress came to the brink of mandating Treasury
currency creation at least twice in 1933–1936. Yet FDR thwarted
congressional monetary action, and his speeches discouraged
popular involvement. As we will see, Roosevelt contributed to the
eclipsing of popular money politics by treating money as a neutral
background for socio-economic life, something that was always and
already there.
Depression-era farmers and veterans legitimized their demands

and direct action through what, following E.P. Thompson (1971), I
call the moral economy of money. Thompson developed the concept
of moral economy to change the perception of early modern food
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riots, commonly seen as irrational outbursts of popular energy. In-
stead, he claimed, they were rooted in a coherent political-economic
vision, a vision that included rights participants understood as
customarily theirs, and which they sought to restore. In this article,
I argue that the Depression-era moral economy of money promoted
such a vision. Citizens argued that creditors had profited at their
expense because the gold standard made money scarce and expen-
sive while farmers and former soldiers, among other groups, had
been denied adequate remuneration. Rejecting the notion that
money is a creature of markets, economists, and financial actors,
citizens claimed that political action could restore monetary justice.
To reconstruct the Depression-era moral economy of money and its

New Deal eclipsing, I first briefly locate the gold standard in its class
context. In a second step, I reconstruct popular monetary thought
through an analysis of farmers’ and veterans’ weeklies and Father
Coughlin’s broadcasts, sources that emanated from some of the
most influential proponents of money’s moral economy, and were
informed by the distress of several constituencies, including farmers,
wage earners, and small business owners. As we will see, the moral
economy was articulated primarily from the perspective of white
men, but included some white women. Although farmers, veterans,
and their inflationist congressional allies were interested in influenc-
ing policy and saw their socio-economic rights threatened by credi-
tors as a class, one of their key supporters, the Catholic Priest
Father Coughlin, soon replaced the focus on class and policy with
anti-Semitism. In a third step, I interrogate the New Deal’s response
to popular money politics. To this end, I examine FDR’s radio broad-
casts and policies along with their popular reception. I focus on the
three-year period 1933–1936, from FDR’s inauguration to the settle-
ment of veterans’ demands, the event that marked the eclipsing of
popular involvement in money issues. But before addressing the
relation between the moral economy of money and the New Deal, I
situate the gold standard in its class context.

The Gold Standard in its Class Context

To its defenders, the gold standard was a self-regulating market
mechanism. If a country exported more goods and services than it
imported, gold flowed out and the money supply decreased, causing
wage and price declines and higher interest rates. Lower wages and
prices would then stimulate exports while decreased consumption
would help redress the balance of payments. As a result, gold
returned to the country andwages andpriceswould rise again.Within
this framework, increasing wages or government spending during a
slump caused inflation that hampered exports and interfered with
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the “self-regulating” mechanism. Opposition to wage increases or
budget deficits was therefore an integral part of gold standard
orthodoxy (Eichengreen and Temin 2000, Polanyi 2001).
But as central banks raised interest rates in a bid to attract gold in

the early 1930s, the gold standard became an “engine for deflation”
(Eichengreen and Temin 2000:200). Such policies destabilized
commercial banks, disrupted credit provision to firms and house-
holds, and limited production and consumption. Price declines made
it difficult to repay debt, and debtors curtailed spending in the
attempt to do so. Thereby, they caused further price declines, busi-
ness failures, and unemployment. Although this process was cata-
strophic from the perspective of debt, employment, and growth,
defenders of the “gold standard mentality” (Eichengreen and Temin
2000) clung to idea that adherence to the gold standard was a
government’s first duty.
Yet in the United States, the 19th-century politicization of money

was still in recent memory despite the prominence of gold standard
thinking in policy-making circles. During the Civil War, Congress
had authorized the Treasury to issue currency that was inconvertible
into gold or silver, had legal tender status, and was accepted in pay-
ment of almost all public dues (“greenbacks”). After the war, cur-
rency controversies shaped national politics. Financial interests
and the architects of corporate America supported the gold stan-
dard. Conversely, Greenbackers and Populists demanded currency
disconnected from precious metals, and silver Democrats led by
William Jennings Bryan defended bimetallism. Indebted farmers
who suffered from declining prices were among the most vocal
supporters of greenbackism and bimetallism (Livingston, 1986;
Ritter 1997). Money politics slumped after Bryan lost the election of
1896, and goldbugs vowed “at once and forever to cut the connection
between politics and the currency” (New York Times 1896). Soon
after, the Gold Standard Act codified gold monometallism, and the
Federal Reserve Act of 1913 established a central bank disconnected
from Congress in its day-to-day dealings.
In the 1930s, money became a prominent class issue once again.

Rentiers and creditors—a “class which had already made its money”
(Schlesinger 1958:233)—wanted to protect the strong dollar and
high interest rates enabled by the gold standard. Western and south-
ern business and farmers, conversely, needed price increases and
easier credit (Schlesinger 1958:233, 569). There was little common
ground between these groups. Marriner Eccles, the Utah banker
who became the New Deal’s Fed chair, remembers his astonishment
when he started working in Washington, and had insights he had not
enjoyed as a banker. He gained “a sense of two sealed-off worlds: one
in which […] the main concern was with creditor relief” and another
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world, inhabited by people who had “debtor relief as their main
concern” (Eccles 1951:132). He noted that, four years into the Great
Depression, “spokesmen for the creditor sections of the land were
still our intellectual elite. Their collapse in the world of physical fact
had left unaffected their authority in the world of sentiment and
ideas” (Eccles 1951:93).
Because it promised stable or rising returns, the creditor sections

tended to favor the gold standard. The specter of hyperinflation in
Weimar Germany and other European countries loomed large and
made a defense of the gold standard plausible. But in the midst
of a deflation that caused mass unemployment and foreclosures,
viewing hyperinflation as the primary threat was class-specific. In
a note to the President, Roosevelt’s Agriculture Secretary Wallace
contrasted a “smaller, but wealthier, group” that was “thoroughly
scared for fear there will be uncontrolled inflation” with “millions
of people who are worried sick for fear that there will be no
inflation” (quoted in Webb 1978:238). In this context, farmers and
veterans deployed the moral economy of money to challenge the
gold standard.

Small Farmers and the Moral Economy of Money

In the first decades of the 20th century, farmers experienced a
familiar dynamic of boom and bust. During World War I, exports to
the allies increased demand for agricultural products. In a context
of expansion, farmers modernized their equipment, expanded opera-
tions, and acquired consumer goods on credit (Danbom 1979). But
after the Armistice, demand slumped and the Federal Reserve
restricted credit to curb inflation for the first time. Squeezed by
tighter credit and price declines, farmers entered crisis mode a
decade before the rest of the country. Building on the Populist legacy,
they developed a critique of the Federal Reserve (Webb 1978:9–47).
When the Great Depression hit the country as a whole in 1929, the
National Farmers’ Union, an organization of small farmers, became
an important popular voice.
In this section, I reconstruct the Farmers’ Union’s moral economy

of money through the weekly of its Iowa branch, the Iowa Union

Farmer. This is an instructive entry point because we learn about
local specificities as well as about the national organization’s outlook
given that the state and the national leadership were close. In
addition, the Iowa branch was arguably the most visible state
organization. It was a center of Farmers’ Union mobilization, and
the Farmers’ Holiday Association (FHA), its militant offshoot,
originated here (Shover 1965a). In part at least, militancy was due
to hardship. For instance, in the early 1930s, farmers received less
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than one-tenth of what it cost them to produce corn, and in 1933,
Iowa had the highest foreclosure rates in the country (Shover
1965a:13–16, 39).
Creditor-debtor relations were tense, and farmers were ready to

defend their interests through direct action. A cartoon in the Iowa

Union Farmer depicted a farmer behind a barbed wire fence, armed
with a pitch fork. A sign reads “Sheriff’s Auction.” The farmer asks:
“Who wants to bid?” (Iowa Union Farmer 1932a). In a front-page
article about foreclosure resistance, which included manhandling
attorneys, kidnapping a foreclosure judge, penny auctions, and
marches on Des Moines, a writer concluded that farmers were
“awakening to the fact that HUMAN RIGHTS MUST BE PLACED
ABOVE PROPERTY RIGHTS.” They were learning that they had
“the power […] to preserve these human rights” (Iowa Union Farmer
1932b, emphasis in the original). In early 1933, farmers connected to
the FHA stopped at least 98 farm foreclosures (Shover 1965a: 17).
But not only creditors and banks had wronged the agricultural

sector: Society as a whole benefitted from low prices at farmers’
expense. In a bid to attract the attention of all non-farm sectors,
FHA members withheld farm products from the market and
picketed roads to cities to force a price hike. Participants claimed
that the product of farmers’ labor was more important to society
than money. “We’ll eat our meat and ham and eggs,” one of them
wrote, “and let them eat their gold” (quoted in Shover 1965a:36).
Money, including gold, was a changeable social arrangement, but
food was indispensable. The farmers’ strike, they hoped, would
underscore this point.
Milo Reno, the popular leader of the Iowa Farmers’ Union, also

headed the FHA. A former Bryan follower, he was steeped in
1890s Populism, and his justification for the strike connected
seamlessly with the moral economy of money. He compared the
withholding of farm products to the “banker’s strike”: When
bankers “refuse to sell the use of money for less […] and withhold
such services from society […] they have struck,” and when the
Federal Reserve increased interest rates, they “threw out pickets
upon every financial highway” (Reno 1932a). Comparable to the
speculative withholding of goods, such a “strike” enriched financial
institutions by making their dollars “more valuable” and “through
deflation made farm products and all other things measured in
money less valuable” (Reno 1932a). Given the bankers’ strike,
farmers could legitimately deny their own service to society: “meat
and ham and eggs.”
For Reno, money was a changeable relation between banks and

citizens, not a “thing” banks could justifiably withhold: Banks
provided a service, a means of circulation. The privilege of providing
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money for profit was accompanied by a duty: enabling exchanges and
credit. This privilege could be revoked or complemented by a public
option. In almost every issue, Reno implored Congress to create cur-
rency, enable affordable credit, and raise prices, and a national FHA
meeting resolved that Congress should “re-possess” its right to create
currency (Reno 1932b). But in the final analysis, breaking the
bankers’ strikemeant democratizingmoney: “The people themselves”
ought to decide about the “quantity of our economic lifeblood” (Reno
1932c). Democratizationmeant challenging the gold standard, which
empowered and enriched those who controlled gold at the expense of
everyone else: “Money lords […] have enthroned the god of gold and by
economic force and legislative corruption propose to make of all the
people slaves to this god of their own creation” (Reno 1932d).
The metaphor of slavery recurs in the Depression-era moral

economy of money, and writers like Reno argued that the “economic
slavery” experienced by farmerswas “more destructive of humanhap-
piness than chattel slavery ever was” (Reno 1932a). Yet the Farmers’
Union excluded African Americans until 1934 and remained primar-
ily white after that date (Wortmann 1995:102–103). In the context of
Jim Crow, African Americans suffered disproportionately from the
effects of the Great Depression and were subject to sometimes violent
attacks by whites who wanted their jobs, considered undesirable
before. They were often denied the vote (Greenberg 2009). In such
contexts, themetaphor of slavery can be understood not as an expres-
sion of solidarity with the victims of racial oppression but as a claim
that such oppression is inappropriate for whites (see for instance
Roediger 2007:68).
Reno and other white men penned most of the Iowa Union Farmer

articles. But in the junior section, which consisted of small-print
essays that spanned several columns, the secretary-treasurer of
the ladies’ auxiliary, W.R. Nickerson, instructed younger generations
about the centrality of money politics for the survival of farmer
households. Although her comments are similar in style and content
to Reno’s contributions, she wrote in the junior section, and thereby
avoided violating gender norms (Taylor 1992). She also organized
activities that targeted youth and aimed at reproducing Populist
monetary knowledge, including an essay contest about money
(Nickerson 1932; Nickerson 1933). Targeting generations born after
the 19th-century controversies, she passed on knowledge she
considered critical for farmers’ economic self-defense.
In sum, small farmers developed a moral economy of money. They

asked about the rights and duties of (primarily white) farmers, the
financial sector, and government, and concluded that a just reward
for their labor had been denied. Therefore, direct action was justified.
Similar to farmers, veterans mobilized a moral economy of money. At
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the same time, they resorted to direct action to promote money’s
moral economy in national public space.

Occupy Washington, 1932

Veterans entered the fray as creditors of the federal government. In
1924, Congress granted World War I veterans an “adjusted service
certificate,” an interest-bearing government obligation meant to
compensate them for income lost during their service. Known as the
“bonus,” it was cashable in 1945 (Ortiz 2010: 27). In the early
1930s, millions of unemployed and often homeless veterans owned
a government debt they would not be able to redeem for another
15 years. In this context, Wright Patman, a Democratic Congressman
from Texas, started cultivating the veterans’ monetary knowledge.
Convinced of the “rottennesss of our banking and monetary sys-
tems,” he thought that if he could interest “3, 500, 000 veterans […]
in finances […] they’d soon be an army for general economic reform”

(quoted in Young 2000:52). Since most men of this generation had
served in World War I, the bonus was an ideal vehicle to further polit-
icize money (Young 2000:36). In 1932, Patman introduced legislation
to pay the veterans without issuing new debt to the private sector.
This bill passed the House.
To put pressure on the Senate, tens of thousands of veterans,

many of them with their families, converged on Washington. They
were spurred on by the Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW), an organiza-
tion whose members were mainly lower-class wage earners and
small businessmen, distinct from the largely middle- and upper-
class American Legion (Ortiz 2010:19–20). Once in Washington, the
veterans organized in a military fashion, constructed shelters, and
published a weekly, the B.E.F. News (B.E.F. is short for “Bonus
Expeditionary Forces”). Self-described as the most “fantastic” news-
paper readers were likely to ever lay their hands on, the veterans
printed it in a tent in the weeks before the Senate’s vote.
The veterans saw themselves as part of a “Campaign for Entire

Nation,” the title of the first article in the first issue of B.E.F. News.
They emphasized that other citizens, including farmers, should join
them in Washington (B.E.F. News 1932a). In addition, most
Americans stood to gain from veterans’ greenbacks. The newspaper
quoted Patman: “A billion and a half dollars paid to the 4,000,000
wearers of the khaki and olive drab would be put immediately into
circulation to the great stimulation of business—not hoarded […]”
(B.E.F. News 1932b). Unlike veterans, bankers had been all too suc-
cessful in the business of asking for public money. The government
had allocated “[b]illions for the bankers who wrecked the nation,
but nothing for the humble people who face privation and misery”
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(B.E.F. News 1932a). In article after article, the veterans blasted the
Reconstruction Finance Corporation—which they dubbed the
“Bankers’ Dole Corporation”—a creature of the Hoover administra-
tion that provided liquidity to banks in distress (e.g., B.E.F. News
1932c). While helping bankers, the government had refused to aid
veterans “to preserve human life when we know it to be imperiled”
(B.E.F. News 1932d).
The newspaper brushed away the argument that the gold standard

prevented early payment. One writer quoted Walter Walters, the
B.E.F.’s commander:

Their excuse is that to pay the Bonus would put our nation off the gold standard and

demoralize our finances. I am here to state that there is a much more important de-

moralization taking place. The people will arise in masses and change the government

back into the hands of the people […]. (B.E.F. News 1932a).

The needs of impoverished Americans were more important than
the preservation of the gold standard and a balanced budget,
Walters claimed.
Driven by despair and legitimized by their moral economy of

money, the veterans refused to leave the capital when the Senate
rejected Patman’s bill. Hoover then ordered the armed forces to clear
the camps. In the process, infantry, cavalry and police supported by
tanks killed two veterans and wounded many others (Ortiz 2010:56–
57). The defense of the gold standard had become connected to the
use of state violence against former soldiers in the nation’s capital.
This was only the beginning of bonus politics, which would unfold

at the intersection of veterans’ demands and the broader moral
economy of money. The veterans could count on congressional
backing, but one particularly prominent supporter was the popular
radio figure Father Coughlin. For him, World War I finance sym-
bolized the conflict between popular classes and financial interests
more than any other issue. The refusal of an early payment could
only be explained by “money changers” returning to “the temples of
government” after the war (Coughlin 1931:146–47).

Father Coughlin between Moral Economy and Anti-Semitism

In the mid-1920s, shortly after he was assigned to a Detroit parish,
the catholic priest Charles Coughlin started broadcasting his
Sunday sermons, with increasing success. By the mid-1930s, he
addressed a radio audience of at least ten million in the East and
Midwest. A collection of his addresses published in 1933 sold almost
a million copies, and by 1934, he received 10 000 letters daily. He
was one of the most visible proponents of a moral economy of money,
supporting congressional inflationists and veterans’ demands for an
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early payment, and cultivating a relationship with Patman but also
with Senators Thomas and Wheeler, two of the leading congressional
inflationists. Until the mid-1930s, he was a key FDR supporter
(Brinkley 1982). While farmers were united by a shared class
position, and the veterans by the demand for an early payment of
the bonus, Coughlin’s listeners lacked such a common background.
Among them were farmers and workers as well as those who saw
themselves as belonging to a threatened middle class (Brinkley
1982:196, 199–120). Coughlin did not have a grassroots organiza-
tion comparable to the Farmers’ Union or the Veterans of Foreign
Wars; he was a media figure more than a political leader.
Like the Iowa farmers and the Bonus marchers, Coughlin under-

stood the debt and foreclosure crisis in terms of a moral economy
of money. He started from the idea that money is unproductive,
and no reward is due the person who lends it—the distinction
between usury and interest is unjustified. Since lending money is
questionable, unpayable debts can and should be cancelled. Based
on biblical quotes, he claimed that “[f]inancial rights have a termina-
tion” but “human rights are eternal” (Coughlin 1933:15). This princi-
ple led him to support the agricultural insurgency in the Midwest:
“More power to those farmers!” he proclaimed. “They still retain that
spirit of independence, that love of liberty, and that determination for
fair play and justice which characterized the patriots of 1776 […]”
(Coughlin 1933:30). In the absence of a dollar devaluation, a jubilee
or a debt repudiation would become unavoidable. Penny auctions,
foreclosure resistance, and mortgage moratoria supported this view.
Similar to the Iowa Union Farmer and the B.E.F. News, Coughlin

blamed bankers for the economic catastrophe: they had caused a
“money famine” by hoarding gold. But since money was a state
institution, its scarcity could be remedied. Gold as the basis of the
monetary system was “a man-made law […].” “Like slavery or prohi-
bition,” it could be set aside (Coughlin 1933:6). Later, in a sermon
entitled “Money is no Mystery!,” he delved into English monetary his-
tory, and explained the functioning of wooden tally sticks—a form of
currency in use between 1100 to 1830—to millions of American lis-
teners. If wooden pay tokens had been used for centuries, gold could
be replaced by something else today (Coughlin 1935:100). But
national leaders were “obsessed with the cult of gold worshipping”
and unable to counteract the “famine” of money (Coughlin 1933:5).
In the first half of the 1930s, Coughlin’s criticism of the gold

standard centered on public officials such as Andrew Mellon and
creditors as a class but it already overlapped with anti-Semitism.
In 1933, Coughlin advocated a state confiscation of gold. Such a
policy, he claimed, would end the privatization of money, which was
due to Jewish influence. The idea of “gold as a medium of control”
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rather than a means of exchange had emerged from the Rothschild’s
“London office” (Coughlin 1933:40; see also Coughlin 1932:163). In a
sermon that was devoted in its entirety to the claimed connection be-
tween Jews and the gold standard, he emphasized his opposition to
pogroms (Coughlin 1933:59). This can be read as a defense of Jews
but at the same time, he implied that there was a racially defined
group that was complicit in the gold standard, and that violence
against this group was thinkable. In addition, when FDR’s Jewish
Treasury Secretary Morgenthau accused him of silver speculation,
Coughlin referred to silver as the “gentile” metal (Brinkley
1982:270), implying that gold was Jewish. Anti-Semitism was more
palpable to members of the catholic hierarchy than class politics.
For instance, Coughlin’s mentor and immediate superior, the Detroit
Bishop Gallagher, was close to the ultra-conservative Austrian Social
Catholics, and attended the 1934 funeral of the dictator Dollfuß
(Tentler 1990:318).
Later, the Coughlin-inspired the Christian Front advocated and at

times practiced violence against Jews. The Christian Front never
counted more than 1 200 members, a small fraction of Coughlin’s
audience, and it emerged years after the events I reconstruct in this
article (Brinkley 1982). But the difference between farmer and
veteran activism and the Christian Front’s anti-Semitic violence is
nevertheless striking.
If Coughlin’s anti-Semitism did not resonate with their own think-

ing, the farmers’ and veterans’ spokespersons did not find it repre-
hensible enough to denounce him in public. Neither did FDR, who
valued him as a key supporter during the campaign of 1932. In the
early to mid-1930s, Coughlin was an integral part of the popular
moral economy of money, and his anti-Semitism was subdued
(Brinkley 1982:269–283). In his broadcasts, he encouraged the
veterans, the FHA, and congressional inflationists. Farmers and
veterans also supported each other: The Bonus marchers asked
farmers to follow their lead, and the FHA demanded an immediate
payment of the bonus (Shover 1965a:96–97). They all backed
Roosevelt when he campaigned against Hoover, a true believer in
the gold standard.

The Value of Ambiguity

During the 1932 campaign, FDR did not embrace the gold standard,
which unsettled conservatives and infuriated Hoover. But he also
avoided the Populist-style moral economy of money. For instance,
an inflationist senator who wanted to make a reference to the
“golden calf” when introducing the Democratic candidate was
“battled” by an advisor to strike it out (Moley 1939:57; see also
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Barber 1996:21). This ambiguity bore its fruits. For instance, it en-
abled agrarian radicals like Farmers’ Union president John Simpson
to campaign for him by claiming that the candidate was secretly an
inflationist (Webb 1978:191–99). Similarly, Coughlin declared that
voters had the choice between “Roosevelt or ruin.” Patman, finally,
supported his party’s candidate. At any rate, voters could only
choose between Hoover’s firm belief in the gold standard and FDR’s
evasiveness.
In his inaugural address, Roosevelt echoed key themes from the

moral economy of money. He promised to reestablish the value of
labor through “adequate but sound” money, and emphasized that
the catastrophe had been caused by financial actors. By electing
him, the President implied, Americans had routed “the money
changers” who “have fled from their high seats in the temple of our
civilization.” Now, it was time for “social values more noble than mere
monetary profit […]” (Roosevelt [1933] 1938a). The biblical reference
to money changers spoke to popular resentment, and resonated with
Coughlin’s speeches. Listening to the inaugural, farmers and
workers could feel vindicated since the President reassured them
that they were not personally at fault, but innocent victims of
finance.
Although his language resonated with the moral economy of

money, it is clear in hindsight that FDR did not promote a democra-
tizing greenback logic in this speech. The Iowa Union Farmer claimed
that money should be a matter of electoral politics, and the veterans’
presence in the capital implied that they sought a say. But the
President had something different in mind:

[Th]ere must be an end to a conduct in banking and in business which too often has

given to a sacred trust the likeness of callous and selfish wrongdoing. […] [T]here must

be a strict supervision of all banking […] an end to speculation [...]. (Roosevelt [1933]

1938a, emphasis added).

From the very beginning, FDR advocated regulating individual
behavior to prevent speculation, not democratizing institutional
change. His focus on correcting individual moral failure is quite
distinct from the emphasis on transformative institutional change
that characterized the moral economy of money. Because he
advanced a critique of individual bankers while avoiding to probe
the character of institutions, his inaugural marks a departure from
19th-century monetary discourses, greenback as well as goldbug.
Money as a social process disappears, and banking regulation is
grafted onto an institution that remains unspecified, and seems to
be always and already there.
Through this shift, Roosevelt did what he could to avoid fanning

monetary passions around the traditional fault lines of gold, silver,
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and greenbacks while at the same time pleasing those who defended
a moral economy of money. Iowa Farm leader Reno, for one, was
enthusiastic. He wrote that the inaugural was “in such perfect
harmony with the Holiday principles and program that one could
easily believe that he [FDR] […] attended Farm Holiday meetings”
(Reno 1933a). In the past, the connection between a critical attitude
toward bankers and an advocacy of systemic monetary change had
been typical, and Reno imagined that the President’s chastising of
“money changers” indicated a critical attitude relative to individual
bankers as well as the system.
In the first press conference, which took place a few days later, FDR

continued to cultivate evasiveness. When asked to define “adequate
but sound” money, FDR gave cautious off the record answers.
Regarding adequacy, he stated that “you cannot define the thing
too closely […]. On Friday afternoon last we undoubtedly did not
have adequate currency” (Roosevelt [1933] 1938b). Pressed to
characterize “sound,” he again emphasized that this was off the
record and explained that “unsound is when the government starts
to pay its bills by starting printing presses.” When asked once more
to define “sound” a month later, he snapped: “I am not going to write
a book about it” (Roosevelt [1933] 1938d). In a context of deflation
accompanied by agrarian and veteran unrest, the President did not
want to reveal his opposition to Treasury money. Divulging this
stance would have invited comparisons with Hoover because an
opposition to “the printing presses” could be equated with adherence
to gold standard. At the same time, journalists would not alienate
conservatives by speculating about FDR’s possible monetary
Populism because they knew of (but were not allowed to disclose)
his opposition to “the printing presses.”
After the inaugural, the banking crisis was the first item on the

agenda. At first, it seemed as though to check it, the federal govern-
ment might have to do what Roosevelt wanted to avoid: jumpstart
“the printing presses.”

How to Weather a Banking Crisis Without Politicizing Money

When depositors attempted to make withdrawals in the first months
of 1933, they often found that banks did not have enough cash on
hand. Investors anticipated that the president-elect might depart
from gold, and fear of failures encouraged further runs. In this
context, many Americans had to make do without banking facilities
and currency, and resorted to barter and scrip (Davis 1986:46–50;
Kennedy 1973:167–168)..After taking office, Roosevelt declared a
bank holiday to prevent further contagion, and prohibited banks
from paying out gold. On April 5, the President formalized the
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suspension of gold payments, outlawed the “hoarding” of gold coin,
gold bullion, and gold certificates, and required citizens to surrender
them to the government. But this was only a stopgap, as the banks
needed additional currency to meet the public’s demand for legal
tender.
At first, the issue of government currency to banks seemed

unavoidable. Members of the Federal Reserve Board, however, op-
posed such a move, and one director of the Reserve Bank of New York
argued that “the scrip idea would give encouragement to those in
Congress and elsewhere who think a lack of currency is our trouble”
(quoted in Kennedy 1973:173). Presidential advisor Moley describes
a panicky atmosphere. When he advanced a proposal to end the
crisis, one banker accused him of triggering a Populist revolt: “You’re
talking like William Jennings Bryan and his million men who’d leap
to arms overnight!” (Moley 1939:150). Such statements indicate that
the financial community feared a further politicization of money that
would threaten their position in the monetary system.
In this context, it is critical to remember that Federal Reserve Notes

were not yet synonymous with currency as such. In 1932, Federal
Reserve Notes made up little more than half of the tangible currency
that circulated from hand to hand, the other half consisting of gold,
gold certificates, silver, silver certificates, National Bank Notes, and
Treasury currency, including some greenbacks (Friedman and
Schwartz 1963:492). Unlike today, the diversity of pay tokens
reminded the population that Congress could authorize different
types of currency. Introducing government “scrip” would have been
less of a leap than it would be today, and in a context of crisis could
indeed have encouraged Bryan’s “million men.”
Although Federal Reserve officials opposed “scrip,” there is little

reason to think that the population at large would have disapproved
of a new type of legal tender. Many veterans, farmers, and Coughlin
listeners had learned that money is a social construct, and consider-
able innovation was taking place on the local level. To pay employees,
local governments issued currency receivable in payment of taxes;
individuals, corporations, and cooperatives also issued emergency
cash (Gatch 2008). The Iowan Reno commented: “If stamp currency
can be used successfully in a town, a county, or a city, how much
more successfully could it operate when backed by a sovereign
state?” (Reno 1932a). Monetary questions were discussed in detail
in the American Federation of Labor’s monthly; proposals ranged
from scrip to full government control over money (e.g. Hoag 1933).
When he ran for governor, Upton Sinclair proposed to create a
California Authority for Money that would issue cash to finance
cooperatives (Starr 1996). Sinclair lost, but the Authority is another
indication that Americans saw money as a changeable institution.
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Finally, Rexford Tugwell, one of the administration’s key economic
thinkers, later claimed that the country would have followed the
President into almost any monetary experimentation (Davis
1986:46–50).
Key members of the President’s inner circle, however, opposed

experiments. After lengthy debate, Treasury Secretary Woodin and
Moley devised a currency creation mechanism that would not re-
quire “scrip.” They proposed to extend the category of assets against
which Federal Reserve Notes could be issued to banks: “We can issue
currency against the sound assets of the banks. The Reserve Act lets
us print all we’ll need. And it won’t frighten people. It won’t look like
stage money. It’ll be money that looks like money” (Moley 1939:152).
Federal Reserve Notes, which had been in circulation for two
decades, were issued by an institution largely disconnected from
Congress since its inception, and one that had been criticized by
farmers for years. This mechanism was unlikely to encourage
Bryan’s “million men,” and it would not challenge bankers’ role in
the monetary system by reminding Americans that the government
can create money without them. Although it changed the rules that
governed currency issue, the new mechanism did not alter the cate-
gories of actors involved.
Roosevelt, who had been skeptical of previous proposals, was

immediately convinced that this was the best course of action, and
Congress passed the Emergency Banking Act in record time on
March 9 (Moley 1939:152). When the President explained the legisla-
tion two days later in the first fireside chat, he could have argued that
currency is a legal artifact, and that Congress had just altered the
mechanism for its creation. But instead, he deemphasized the
government’s role: “This currency is not fiat currency. It is issued
only on adequate security.” He added that there was “nothing
complex, or radical, in the process” (Roosevelt [1933] 1938c). Such
a claim would have been difficult to make had the banks received a
new type of legal tender and passed it on to the public. Yet in a schol-
arly text published a year later, a member of the brain trust called
the legislation “an emergency use of the fiat” (Berle and Pederson
1934:122). The use of the fiat and its public denial had the effect of
reassuring Americans. Owners of deposits noticed that banks
started functioning once again. Reassured that banks could pay
out currency on demand, they started depositing cash (Kennedy
1973). The financial community was content, but some critics
charged that FDR had re-invited bankers to the temple (Davis
1986:50).
In the first fireside chat, Roosevelt requested citizens’ cooperation

as responsible individuals but not their participation as thinking
and voting citizens. He pointed out that banks can never meet all
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demands for currency if a run occurs. Therefore, “more important
than currency, more important than gold […] is the confidence of
the people […],” their “intelligent support and use of a reliable sys-
tem” (Roosevelt 1938c [1933], emphasis added). While it may have
failed temporarily, “the system” was unquestionable, and uncon-
nected to the crisis, just as in the inaugural address. Unlike in the
traditional goldbug-greenback divide, money was no longer a matter
of rival claims about the architecture of monetary institutions that
shaped possibilities for public action and had distributive implica-
tions. Money became a static system founded on trust. In sum, in a
context of monetary class tensions, the administration weathered
the banking crisis while discouraging a further politicization of
money, recycling existing institutions and pay tokens but altering
the underlying mechanism. At the same time, FRD presented the
new currency creation mechanism as a minor change, and encour-
aged Americans to trust an essentially sound system that did not
otherwise require their attention.
Meanwhile, the White House mobilized its allies to keep the bill

in committee. Patman ceased to promote early payment out of
loyalty to the President. Coughlin also changed course, urging vet-
erans to be patient. Nevertheless, about 3 000 veterans arrived in
Washington in May. This time, the veterans were accommodated at
Fort Hunt, an abandoned army camp, and Congress allocated funds
to provide three meals a day. FDR then signed an executive order
that allowed for the enrolment of 25 000 veterans in the Civilian Con-
servation Corps (CCC). 2 657 veterans joined the CCC; while about
400 opted to return home. In the following years, 10 000 veterans
were “peacefully removed” (Ortiz 2010:100–101). The Hoover admin-
istration had answered veterans’ demands with state violence; the
New Deal offered state-financed wage labor. While the bonus issue
was stalled in Congress, monetary tensions between the New Deal
and popular constituencies emerged in the field of agriculture.

The New Deal between Gold Standard and Greenbacks

After the banking crisis, emergency agricultural legislation became
a priority in Washington. The administration favored production
controls over monetary expansion to restore farm prices. For those
who advocated such controls, overproduction was the issue, not
scarcity of money. A sizable group of lawmakers, however, endorsed
courses of action compatible with the moral economy of money,
some of them not out of conviction, but because of pressure from
“folks back home” (Moley 1939:168). Congress debated a range of
options, including farm credit refinancing through greenbacks,
and a remonetization of silver (Shover 1965b:20). The office of
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Senator Elmer Thomas, a Democrat from Oklahoma and a leader of
congressional inflationists, was inundated by letters from his con-
stituents imploring him to push for currency issue to increase
prices. One farmer wrote: “stay right in there and fight as you have
never fought before for inflation and government works without

bonds” (Webb 1977:104, emphasis added). Such letters further
suggest popular awareness that currency could be created by Con-
gress without issuing more bonds. Thomas is also a reminder that
the bonus was an integral part of the broader politics of money: he
had supported early payment in 1932, and introduced a bonus bill
on the first day of the “hundred days” Congress. A few days later,
he introduced legislation mandating the emission of legal tender
“prosperity notes” (Webb 1977:101, 105).
Congressional inflationists argued that popular sentiment was on

their side. In his argument for a remonetization of silver, one senator
mentioned “the threat of an unnamed farm organization in the Mid-
west to go on strike” (Shover 1965b:23). Farmers’ Union president
Simpson testified before Congress that the FHA had the “spirit of
1776.” One lawmaker asked him: “Are there any symptoms that they
are moving toward Washington?” (quoted in Shover 1965a:96–7)—a
reference to the veterans. Although this question was answered by
laughter, it indicates congressional apprehension. In this context,
the administration learned that an inflationist majority would
override a presidential veto of a bill with a Populist monetary
component (Moley 1939:158). On April 17, Senator Thomas
introduced an amendment in which he bundled three of the most
prominent inflationist strategies—monetization of silver, revaluation
of gold, and greenbacks.
Almost certain that Congress would override a veto, Roosevelt

started maneuvering. To indicate that he was committed to stimulat-
ing prices, FDR outlawed the export of gold, first on April 17, then on
April 18. This move depreciated the value of the dollar relative to
other currencies, and boosted domestic prices. It also meant that
the President was willing to suspend the gold standard (Wicker
1971:869–870; Temin and Wigmore 1990:488–490). Once he had
made his proximity to inflationists more plausible, he offered his
assent to an amendment that included the authority to monetize
silver, issue up to 3 billion greenbacks, and revalue gold if it was in
the form of discretionary powers granted to him. In this context,
FDR’s prior ambiguity relative to greenbacks was an essential asset:
Had he come out against greenbacks before, an inflationist Congress
may well have passed a mandatory Populist-style amendment.
Historians agree that the President’s acceptance of the famous

Thomas Amendment was a last-ditch effort to thwart mandatory
greenback legislation (Davis 1986:104–109; Shover 1965b; Wicker

Jakob Feinig330

© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

Journal of Historical Sociology Vol. 30 No. 2 June 2017



1971). In his memoirs, FDR’s Undersecretary of the Treasury argues
that the Thomas amendment was part of a broader strategy:

The President […] would not permit anyone […] to occupy a position left of him—not

that he proposed to operate from the position but to preclude anyone from doing so.

For the same reason, he now accepted the amendment of Senator Thomas. […]

(Acheson 1965:167; see also Moley 1939:161).

Consistent with this analysis, Roosevelt did not specify if and when
he was going to use these powers, and in a broadcast emphasized
their non-mandatory character (Roosevelt [1933] 1938e).
The amendment strengthened the White House vis-à-vis the

Federal Reserve. Now, FDR could pressure the central bank—“frozen
by fear of congressional action” (Wicker 1971:869)—to buy more
government bonds than it otherwise would have by threatening to
issue greenbacks (Wicker 1971:870). This was an extraordinary
moment in which a Democratic President was authorized to deploy
mechanisms of currency creation advocated by 19th-century Popu-
lists and silver Democrats. This concentration of power in the hands
of a popular chief executive, enabled by the moral economy of money,
frightened conservatives within and outside of the administration.
Top officials were so outraged that they “scold[ed] Mr. Roosevelt as
though he were a perverse and particularly backward schoolboy”
(Moley 1939:159).
After May 12, 1933, when the Agricultural Adjustment Act became

law, Roosevelt was largely in control of monetary policy. One day
earlier, on May 11, FDR had authorized veterans’ enrolment in the
Civilian Conservation Corps. Hence, despite a banking crisis, an
inflationist congressional majority, agricultural unrest, and
veterans’ presence near the capital, the administration succeeded
in thwarting the creation of Treasury currency in its first weeks.
Meanwhile, Roosevelt offered an undramatic rationale for the

suspension of the gold standard. He did not proclaim its end but
presented the confiscation as an expedient to protect depositors:
Whoever was unlucky enough to demand gold after a bank had run
out of it would have to leave empty-handed. From this perspective,
the suspension was a measure to protect those who came too late.
In addition, he explained that he had prohibited gold exports
because gold was a “sound” basis for the currency (Roosevelt
[1933] 1938e). Hence, the President explained the suspension in a
way that made it appear as though he was committed to gold in
principle. But from the perspective of the moral economy of money,
this step amounted to a revolution: For the Iowan Reno, Roosevelt’s
gold policy was a long-overdue vindication of Populism (Reno 1933b).
Devaluation helped stimulate prices, especially those of cotton and

grain, but by mid-summer, farm prices started declining once again.
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Prices of livestock, milk, and other commodities that did not depend
as much on the world market had never risen significantly (Temin
and Wigmore 1990:495–6). In Iowa, where corn-hog and dairy farm-
ing prevailed, foreclosure resistance continued. Reno threatened to
call for another strike, Senator Thomas thought about a march on
Washington, and members of the Farmers’ Union became impatient:
“Why in the hell,” asked one writer, “doesn’t the government issue a
billion in currency instead of buying in the money and paying inter-
est in it? In all fairness, is this the ‘New Deal?” (Iowa Union Farmer
1933). On June 28, another contributor reminded readers that
“[u]ntil the country has an abundance of money […] paid into not
loaned into circulation, [sic] price level will be low” (Carnahan
1933). Five days after the Thomas Amendment had become law,
Simpson had already complained that “(e)very so-called remedy is
based upon the government’s borrowing more money from the inter-
national bankers at stiff interest rates instead of issuing its own
money.” In such a situation, he wrote, Americans would do well to re-
member that when laws no longer “serve human rights, then human
rights should trample laws […] in the dust” (Simpson 1933).
Privately, the President mentioned his fear of an agricultural

revolution (Schlesinger 1958:236, Webb 1978:287). Some advisors
told him that there was nothing the administration could do about
deflation, and recommended to “wait it out” until businesses started
investing once again. Roosevelt was irritated, and told Woodin, “I
wish our banking and economist friends would realize the
seriousness of the situation from the point of view of the debtor
classes—i.e., 90 per cent of the human beings in this country—and
think less from the point of view of the 10 per cent who constitute
the creditor classes” (quoted in Schlesinger 1958:238). Also, he was
starting to think that the recovery was hampered by bankers’ orches-
trated refusal to lend in order to force a return to the gold standard.
This, he told his cabinet, could be considered a bankers’ “strike”
(Davis 1986:291).
In this tense context, the administration embarked on an

untested course of action that had been promoted by Cornell
Professor Warren. The gold purchase program was an attempt to
devalue the dollar by buying gold. Warren anticipated that massive
gold acquisitions by the government would increase its value,
decrease the relative value of the dollar, and thereby cheapen
American exports while making imports more expensive
(Schlesinger 1958:238–246). This move aimed (and partly
succeeded) at placating unruly inflationists but its inflationary
effects were limited (Wicker 1971:878–879, see also Webb
1978:338, Schlesinger 1958:247).1 The program caused a major
controversy. Treasury Secretary Acheson resigned, the Chamber
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of Commerce called for an end to monetary experimentation, and
the Democratic New York Governor Al Smith became an outspoken
critic of the President. Meanwhile, Coughlin and Thomas held a
New York rally in support of FDR’s policy that was attended by an
audience of 20 000 (Brinkley 1982:125).
When Secretary of Agriculture Wallace visited the Midwest, he

proclaimed that the best way of dealing with farmer unrest was to
“getmoremoney into farmers’hands.” In the nextmonths, a loan pro-
gram tailored to Iowa corn-hog farmers undermined the FHA. A histo-
rian of the FHA notes, “why press demands when themail carrier was
delivering government checks?” (Shover 1965a:165–167). In the
closing months of 1933, the organization faded away. Government
credit, made possible by the end of the gold standard, had weakened
the militant core of the Iowa Farmers’ Union. More generally, New
Deal agricultural programs ended farmer unrest, and redirected
farmers’ attention away from the money question. Previously
concerned with monetary institutions, they became an interest
group that demanded access to credit (Gatch 1999). But Depres-
sion-era money politics were not limited to the plight of farmers.
Now, veterans entered the scene as neo-Populist defenders of the
moral economy of money.
After congressional inactivity in the first months of the New Deal,

lobbying by the Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) led to a House vote
in 1934. The legislation passed the House but failed in the Senate.
In the same year, the American Legion decided to join the VFW in
support of early payment. The Legion, however, did not endorse
Patman’s greenback bill. In a press release, the organization
explained that it wanted to remove the bonus “out of the dangerous
realm of financial and political fantasies” (quoted in Ortiz
2012:124) and fund early payment through the sale of government
bonds. But this was not merely a veterans’ issue, as bonus sup-
porters drew their strength in part from inflationist allies. In this
context, Congress approved the greenback version. To prevent the
issue of Treasury notes, Roosevelt now needed to use his veto power.
In the year before an election, this veto was a difficult sell. Farmers

and other debtors continued to demand inflation. Together with
veterans and their families, they were a formidable electoral force.
In addition, the veteran’s movement was at the heart of New Deal
dissidence, connecting Coughlin—who had broken with FDR—with
Huey Long’s Share the Wealth (Ortiz 2012). These groups, which
shared the Patman bill’s monetary outlook, formed a party that
would run in the election of 1936. In addition, Roosevelt could not
justify monetary restraint by the need to uphold the gold standard
because he had suspended it. The authority of economic expertise,
finally, discredited after the crash, could not replace the gold
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standard to justify the denial of an early payment. The chief execu-
tive had blasted economists who “changed their definition of eco-
nomic laws every five or ten years” (Roosevelt [1933] 1938f). How
could he reject the demand for bonus greenbacks in this context?
Roosevelt signaled the importance of this question by delivering the
veto message in person before a joint session of Congress, an unprec-
edented step. It was also the first-ever broadcast from the House
chambers (Ortiz 2012:142). Since it is the first time FDR publicly
opposed Congress-led currency creation, the veto message marks a
critical moment in the relation between the New Deal and the moral
economy of money.

How to Justify Monetary Restraint in a Sovereign Democracy

Commentators agree that in the mid-1930s, the New Deal’s focus
shifted from monetary to fiscal policy (Friedman and Schwartz
1963:533; Galbraith 1975:215). Yet from the perspective of the
moral economy of money, currency creation and public spending
are not separate policy fields but a single area of political practice.
Veterans demanded public spending through currency emission.
Similarly, the Iowa Union Farmer advocated government works
“without bonds.” For them, currency creation and public spending
were of a piece, and they did not even use the term “monetary pol-
icy.”2 In the next two sections, I argue that FDR embarked on the
shift from monetary to fiscal policy and simultaneously advanced

the separation of monetary from fiscal policy on which this shift is

based while remaining silent about the actual process of money
creation in a context in which the gold standard had been
abandoned.
The President argued that Greenbacks for veterans would provoke

similar demands from other groups, which would be met by law-
makers subject to pressure from their constituents. This dynamic
would lead to an annihilation of the currency:

In the majority of cases printing-press money has not been retired through taxation.

Because of increased costs, caused by inflated prices, new issue has followed new

issue, ending in the ultimate wiping out of the currency of the afflicted country […].

To meet a claim of one group […] will raise similar demands for the payment of claims

of other groups. […] It invites an ultimate reckoning in uncontrollable prices. […] every

candidate for election […] will in the near future be called upon in the name of

patriotism to support general pension legislation for all veterans [...]. (Roosevelt

1938g [1935], emphases added).

Throughout the address, FDR evoked a monetary state of nature, a
chaotic process in which group after group pushes for public
currency creation. Society then disintegrates as prices skyrocket
and cash becomes worthless.
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In this context, the President could have addressed a number
of questions about how to address the threat of hyperinflation
in a sovereign democracy: Who should decide about the monetary
constraint? How was a limit to spending to be agreed on, and
according to whose priorities? How much inflation was accept-
able? But this was an authoritative warning more than an argu-
ment, and FDR’s stance was categorical: Currency creation could
not be entrusted to an elected body open to popular pressure, it
required a neutral guardian above the fray. In contrast to the
veterans, who he depicted as self-interested, FDR presented him-
self as the embodiment of the “general interest,” an impartial
chief executive committed to “all groups, to all citizens, to the
present and to the future” (Roosevelt 1938g [1935]). He based
his authority on the imperative to remove currency creation from
the sphere of electoral democracy, not on a positive argument
about currency and credit creation. Money was an exception to
democracy.3

FDR indicated that a balanced budget was no longer an acceptable
limit to democracy. But if currency creation was an exception to
democracy, the government needs to borrow and repay its debts to
finance a deficit: “A government, like an individual,” FDR insisted,
“must ultimately meet legitimate obligations […]” (Roosevelt [1935]
1938g). He compared the monetary sovereign, entitled to proclaim
what money is, to authorize different types of money, and to tax it
out of circulation, to an individual.
While money needed to be an exception to democracy, the

President’s preferred method of currency and deposit money
creation was outside of the debate. He described the bonus bill’s
Treasury notes as “printing press money” (Roosevelt [1935]
1938g), implicitly juxtaposing them to money that was not

printing press money. This is paradoxical since no currency con-
vertible into specie circulated in 1935. FDR deployed the reference
to paper money with its connotation of artificiality to create a
contrast with “non-printing press money”—but without telling
his listeners what this alternative was. The existing process of
currency and deposit money creation by banks in tandem with
the Federal Reserve, that to which greenbacks were compared
7unfavorably, remained unmentioned. Hence, he explained “print-
ing press money,” an aberration, but not the norm against which
it was to be judged. Thereby, he created the impression that there
was “non-printing press money” and that this type of money was
somehow more “real.”
From his memoirs, we know that a key official, the New Deal’s Fed

chair Eccles, promoted a diametrically opposed conception of
money within the administration in the context of his attempts to

The Moral Economy of Money 335

© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

Journal of Historical Sociology Vol. 30 No. 2 June 2017



promote more public spending (Brinkley 1995:78–83). “It is
incorrect,” he wrote,

to think of the federal government as though it were an individual, a family, a city, or a

state. All parties other than the federal government are obliged to play according to the

established rules of the private financial game. Unless their outgo balances their in-

come, they ultimately go broke. But the federal government is in a different category.

[…] It alone has the power to issue money and credit […]. (Eccles 1951:79; see also

82, 104, 130, 211).

Eccles’ conception of money contrasts with the idea that the
federal government is an economic actor like a household or an
individual. Yet in the veto message Roosevelt denied the federal
government’s privileged place in the monetary system, a paradoxical
stance given that his administration had confiscated gold and after
the Thomas amendment, the chief executive had more power over
monetary affairs than his predecessors.
Would Congress sustain the veto, agree that currency creation

ought to be removed from electoral pressures, and thereby disem-
power itself? After the chief executive’s speech, Patman made an
argument that was difficult to counter in a context of generalized
hardship. Early payment was a way of getting money into
impoverished men’s pockets “without the payment of a dole,” cash
that would stimulate consumption, prices, and production. He then
listed the counties this money would go to, and the dollar amounts in
question (Weintraub 1977:521). The House overrode the veto, while
the Senate narrowly failed to do so. The veto stuck, but a large
number of lawmakers continued to reject the idea that they ought
not to create currency. In his veto message, FDR had attempted to
separate fiscal from monetary policy. But for now, the bonus issue
continued to embody electoral democracy’s refusal to follow suit.

Paying off the Veterans

In 1935, the White House struck a deal with congressional bonus
advocates. In exchange for their support of New Deal tax policy, the
administration would sanction a reconsideration of the bonus in
Congress. This iteration of the bonus bill did not mandate the issue
of Treasury notes but was financed by increasing the government’s
debt to private lenders. It offered veterans the option of immediate
cash payment by the Treasury or 3% p.a. until maturity. When
Congress passed it, the President used his veto power again.
Different from the first veto’s pomp and circumstance, however, he
now sent a short handwritten message in which he reaffirmed his
opposition but acknowledged that the orthodox mode of financing
constituted progress (Ortiz 2012:169).
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FDR’s apparent lack of concern infuriated Secretary of the
Interior Ickes, who wrote in his diary that he disapproved of his
“playful attitude” (quoted in Ortiz 2010:169). But the brevity of
the veto message becomes plausible if the President was opposed
to Treasury currency more than to an early payment of the bonus.
From this perspective, the weakness of his veto can be seen as a
tactical choice: If Congress overrode the veto, the bonus would
not be an issue around which New Deal dissenters could coalesce
during the 1936 presidential campaign, and FDR would at the
same time preserve his own record of opposition to early payment,
which pleased conservatives (Ortiz 2010:169). This was the final
veto of a bonus bill, as Congress overrode it in 1936. Although
his veto did not stick, the President had isolated currency creation
from public spending. From this perspective, the White House’s
defeat looks like a win. Partly because the bonus was no longer
an issue, Roosevelt triumphed in the election of 1936. In the
following years, Roosevelt continued his anti-Wall Street rhetoric,
and claimed that he had wrestled control over money from the
“money changers.” Congress continued to ponder inflationist mea-
sures, and extended the Thomas Amendment. The administration
made occasional compromises to defeat an emerging inflationist
coalition, which included increasing the price of silver. But in
money matters, Congress no longer acted against the administra-
tion’s will even after the 1937 price collapse (Webb 1978:399).
Generally, many Americans’ access to money was stabilized

through the development of welfare state institutions in response
to popular demands but monetary aspects of their demands were
excluded. Social Security is a case in point. The Depression-era
Townsend movement advocated a monthly cash payment to all
citizens over 60, money they were required to spend within a month
(Amenta 2006:165). This requirement was meant to increase the
velocity of money—the speed with which it changes hands—and
thereby stimulate business. Hence, like the veterans, this movement
of two million members articulated its demands in the context of a
broader monetary analysis. The Social Security Act of 1935, the
New Deal’s response to the Townsend movement, fulfilled some of
these demands (Amenta 2006), but did not modify money as an
institution.
Towards the end of the decade, wartime expansion removed the

money question as an urgent matter of concern. The GI bill made it
unlikely that veterans would become a driving force behind money
politics after World War II (Barber 1996:171), and the new forms of
agricultural credit encouraged farmers to relate to monetary institu-
tions as an interest group, not as citizens interested in monetary re-
form (Gatch 1999). For the remainder of the 20th century, Congress
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respected the boundary between money creation and public
spending that it almost tore down in 1933–1935.

Conclusion: The Moral Economy of Money and its New Deal
Eclipsing

In this article, I have shown that political forces animated by the
moral economy of money helped nudge policymakers away from gold
standard orthodoxy: The departure from gold and the early payment
of the bonus need to be understood in the context of popular
pressure. But although the moral economy of money had an identifi-
able impact on New Deal policy, Roosevelt’s response to it limited
possibilities for future public involvement. Parallel to thwarting
congressional control over money, he transformed the public’s rela-
tion to money on the discursive level. First, he advanced the idea that
Americans need not concern themselves with monetary questions,
neither as defenders of the gold standard nor as advocates of green-
backs. Second, he implied that regulating the immoral behavior of
individual financial actors was the primary role for the state in the
monetary system. Third, he promoted the idea that the federal gov-
ernment is an actor comparable to a private household because it
needs to balance income and outgo. Money ceased to be a contested
institution and became a neutral context for socio-economic life, a
static background, something that exists external to the state.
Hence, the moral economy of money had an impact on policy but
FDR’s policy choices and rhetoric reshaped the conditions of money
politics.
From this perspective, one of the key differences between the Great

Depression and the Great Recession is that today, most Americans
have accepted that the institutions authorized to create currency
and credit ought to be outside of democratic processes. Distinct from
the gold standard, a clearly identifiable target, this condition is
difficult to challenge, and money remains an exception to democracy
even in contexts of crisis (Mann 2013). But as I have shown, popular
monetary silence is a recent historical outcome and a state of affairs
that can be changed. In this context, it is worth pondering the cost of
popular disconnection from money politics. As Ann Pettifor notes, if
it occurs, change will come at a price: “[o]ur naïve intuitions about
money will have to give way, and we will have to forego the pleasures
of irresponsibility” (Pettifor 2014).
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Notes

1 For reasons of space, I do not discuss other important New Deal
monetary policies, including the silver purchase program, which
weakened an emerging inflationist congressional coalition (Schlesinger
1958:250–252). For the same reason, I do not address other important
events in the field of currency and credit, including the London Economic
Conference, the creation of deposit insurance, the Glass-Steagall Act, and
the overhaul of the Federal Reserve System.

2 I have not found any occurrence of the term “monetary policy” in the
Iowa Union Farmer, the B.E.F. News, or in Coughlin’s 1933 collection of
sermons.

3 For this expression, see Mann (2013).
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