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Invisible Hands: The Businessmen's Crusade Against
the New Deal

Invisible hands the businessmens crusade against the new deal represents a pivotal chapter in American
economic and political history, revealing the deep divisions and intense ideological battles that characterized
the nation's response to the Great Depression. This period saw powerful business leaders, united by a shared
ideology and a profound distrust of government intervention, launch a concerted campaign to undermine
and dismantle the transformative policies of President Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal. The article will
delve into the motivations behind this opposition, the strategies employed by the business community, the
legal and political battles waged, and the lasting legacy of this clash between free-market principles and
state-led recovery efforts. Understanding this crusade offers crucial insights into the ongoing debates about

the role of government in the economy and the enduring influence of powerful economic interests.
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The Ideological Roots of Opposition

The opposition to the New Deal from a significant segment of the business community was not a
monolithic reaction but rather stemmed from deeply held ideological convictions rooted in classical
liberalism and laissez-faire economics. These business leaders genuinely believed that the free market, left
to its own devices, was the most efficient and just mechanism for wealth creation and societal prosperity.
They viewed government intervention, such as the regulations and social programs introduced by the
New Deal, as not only economically inefficient but also as a dangerous infringement on individual liberty
and property rights. This perspective was often framed as a defense of the American system against what
they perceived as creeping socialism or collectivism. The emphasis was on individual initiative, limited
government, and the belief that economic downturns were cyclical and would eventually self-correct

without the need for extensive federal intervention.

Furthermore, many in the business elite had benefited immensely from the economic boom of the 1920s
and felt that the New Deal's redistributive policies, such as progressive taxation and social security, unfairly
penalized success and discouraged investment. They saw these programs as fundamentally altering the
traditional relationship between capital and labor, empowering workers and unions at the expense of
business owners. The idea that the government had a responsibility to actively manage the economy or
provide a social safety net was alien to their worldview, which prioritized self-reliance and the unfettered
pursuit of profit. This ideological chasm was a primary driver of the intense resistance to the New Deal's

ambitious agenda.

Key Figures and Organizations in the Crusade

The businessmens crusade against the New Deal was spearheaded by a diverse array of influential figures
and strategically organized groups. These were not fringe elements but included some of the nation's most
prominent industrialists, financiers, and corporate leaders. Their collective power and influence were
significant, allowing them to mobilize resources and shape public discourse. Identifying these key players is

essential to understanding the breadth and depth of the opposition.

Prominent among the opposition were figures like Alfred P. Sloan Jr., the CEO of General Motors, who
was a vocal critic of Roosevelt's policies and a major financial backer of anti-New Deal organizations. Other
leading industrialists, such as Henry Ford, though sometimes expressing a more populist sentiment,
ultimately opposed many New Deal initiatives that they felt interfered with their absolute control over
their businesses. The financial sector was also heavily represented, with bankers and financiers expressing
concerns about increased regulation and government debt. Beyond individual leaders, various business
associations played a crucial role in coordinating resistance. Organizations like the Chamber of Commerce of
the United States, while sometimes adopting a more moderate stance, contained factions that were fiercely

opposed to the New Deal. However, perhaps the most potent symbol of organized opposition was the



American Liberty League.

Tactics and Strategies Employed

The businessmens crusade against the New Deal employed a multi-pronged strategy to achieve its
objectives. Recognizing the need to influence both public opinion and government policy, the opposition
utilized a combination of lobbying, legal challenges, public relations campaigns, and political organizing.
These tactics were designed to erode support for the New Deal and ultimately to secure its repeal or
significant curtailment. The effectiveness of these strategies, while not ultimately successful in dismantling

the core tenets of the New Deal, certainly shaped the political landscape of the era.

One of the primary tactics was direct lobbying of Congress. Business leaders and their representatives
actively sought to persuade legislators to vote against New Deal legislation or to amend it in ways that
would weaken its impact. This often involved significant financial contributions to political campaigns of
anti-New Deal candidates. Simultaneously, the opposition leveraged its considerable resources for public
relations efforts. This included funding newspapers, magazines, and radio programs that were critical of
Roosevelt and his policies. They sought to frame the New Deal as an overreach of government power, an
assault on American values, and a threat to economic recovery. Legal challenges were another crucial

component, aiming to have New Deal legislation declared unconstitutional by the courts.

Legal and Constitutional Challenges

A significant battleground in the crusade against the New Deal was the legal and constitutional arena.
Business interests, often represented by prominent lawyers and legal scholars who shared their free-
market ideology, launched a barrage of lawsuits challenging the constitutionality of various New Deal
programs and legislation. The Supreme Court of the United States became a focal point of this struggle, as its
rulings on these cases had the power to either uphold or strike down the cornerstone of Roosevelt's

recovery efforts.

The legal arguments often centered on the interpretation of the Commerce Clause of the Constitution, with
opponents arguing that the federal government was exceeding its enumerated powers by regulating
intrastate commerce and establishing broad social welfare programs. Landmark cases such as Schechter
Poultry Corp. v. United States (1935), which invalidated the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), and
United States v. Butler (1936), which struck down the Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA), represented
significant victories for the opposition. These rulings emboldened critics and suggested that the New Deal's
expansive reach might be legally unsustainable. However, this era of judicial resistance was also met with
Roosevelt's controversial "court-packing” plan, which ultimately altered the court's trajectory and led to a

series of decisions that upheld the constitutionality of subsequent New Deal legislation.



The American Liberty League: A Frontline Defense

Among the most prominent and vocal organizations leading the businessmens crusade against the New
Deal was the American Liberty League. Founded in 1934, it served as a powerful umbrella group for
conservative business interests and individuals who were deeply alarmed by the direction of Roosevelt's
administration. The League's stated mission was to defend the Constitution and promote principles of free

enterprise, but its activities were unequivocally aimed at undermining and defeating the New Deal.

The American Liberty League was funded by some of the wealthiest individuals and corporations in
Anmerica, including members of the DuPont family, General Motors executives, and prominent financiers.
Its membership boasted a significant number of influential figures from both the business and political
worlds, many of whom were former Democrats disillusioned with Roosevelt's policies. The League
engaged in extensive lobbying efforts, published numerous pamphlets and articles, and sponsored radio
addresses that vigorously attacked the New Deal's programs and philosophy. They argued that the New
Deal was destroying individual liberty, creating an unsustainable level of government debt, and leading
the nation towards totalitarianism. While it ultimately failed to achieve its ultimate goal of stopping the
New Deal, the League was a significant force in shaping the opposition's narrative and galvanizing public

opinion against Roosevelt.

Public Relations and Propaganda Efforts

Understanding the businessmens crusade against the New Deal necessitates an examination of the
sophisticated public relations and propaganda efforts employed. The opposition recognized that winning the
legal and legislative battles would be difficult without also winning the battle for public perception. They
invested heavily in shaping the narrative surrounding the New Deal, seeking to portray it as a dangerous

and misguided experiment.

These efforts included:

Funding of newspapers and magazines that were critical of Roosevelt's policies.

Sponsorship of radio programs and commentators who delivered anti-New Deal messages.

Production of pamphlets, leaflets, and speeches that articulated the case against government

intervention and for a return to laissez-faire principles.

Creation of various front organizations designed to give the impression of broad-based public

opposition, rather than solely business interests.



¢ Dissemination of alarmist rhetoric, warning of impending socialism, economic ruin, and the loss of

fundamental freedoms.

This propaganda machinery was instrumental in fostering a climate of skepticism and opposition among
segments of the American public, even as Roosevelt's popularity remained high among his core supporters.
The effectiveness of these campaigns highlights the enduring power of media and public discourse in

shaping political outcomes.

Roosevelt's Response and the Shifting L.andscape

President Franklin D. Roosevelt was not a passive observer of the businessmens crusade against the New
Deal. He recognized the formidable opposition he faced and responded with a combination of political
acumen, public persuasion, and, at times, defiance. Roosevelt understood that his programs had both ardent
supporters and powerful enemies, and he masterfully navigated this complex political terrain. His responses

often involved directly confronting his critics and rallying public support for his agenda.

Roosevelt frequently used his "fireside chats” to communicate directly with the American people,
explaining the rationale behind New Deal policies and refuting the arguments of his opponents. He often
framed the New Deal as a necessary response to an unprecedented crisis and as a means of preserving
democracy and capitalism, rather than destroying them. When faced with Supreme Court challenges,
Roosevelt famously proposed his "court-packing” plan, a bold and controversial move that, while ultimately
unsuccessful in its original form, did lead to a shift in the Court's jurisprudence and a greater acceptance of
federal economic regulation. He also strategically isolated and attacked some of his more extreme critics,
particularly those associated with the American Liberty League, often portraying them as defenders of the
status quo who were out of touch with the needs of ordinary Americans. This dynamic interplay between
Roosevelt's proactive leadership and the organized opposition fundamentally shaped the course of American

economic policy.

The Long-Term Impact and Legacy

The businessmens crusade against the New Deal, while ultimately failing to derail the core programs of
Roosevelt's administration, left an indelible mark on American political and economic thought. The intense
ideological struggle of this era cemented the ongoing debate about the appropriate role of government in a
capitalist economy, a debate that continues to resonate today. The opposition's arguments, though largely
unsuccessful in their immediate aims, laid the groundwork for future conservative and libertarian

movements that would advocate for deregulation and a smaller state.



Furthermore, the New Deal's survival and eventual acceptance established a precedent for federal
responsibility in economic management and social welfare. Programs like Social Security, unemployment
insurance, and federal banking regulations became integral components of the American economic
landscape. The crusade also revealed the significant influence that concentrated economic power could
wield in the political arena, prompting ongoing discussions about campaign finance, lobbying, and corporate
responsibility. The legacy of the "invisible hands" fighting against the New Deal is not simply a historical
footnote; it is a foundational element in understanding the evolution of American governance and its

enduring economic philosophies.

FAQ

Q What were the primary motivations of the businessmen who opposed
the New Deal?

A: The primary motivations stemmed from a deep-seated belief in laissez-faire economics and individual
liberty. Businessmen feared that New Deal regulations and social programs infringed upon property rights,
stifled free markets, discouraged investment, and represented a dangerous shift towards socialism. They
believed that economic downturns were cyclical and would resolve themselves without extensive

government intervention.

Q Who were some of the most prominent figures involved in the
opposition to the New Deal?

A: Prominent figures included Alfred P. Sloan Jr. of General Motors, Henry Ford (though with some
nuances), and various leaders from the banking and financial sectors. Many influential industrialists and

financiers lent their support and resources to anti-New Deal organizations.

Q What was the American Liberty League and what was its role in the
crusade?

A: The American Liberty League was a powerful lobbying and propaganda organization founded in 1934.
It served as a major front for conservative business interests and individuals opposed to the New Deal. The
League actively campaigned against Roosevelt's policies through lobbying, publications, and public

addresses, arguing that the New Deal threatened the Constitution and individual freedoms.

Q How did the business opposition attempt to legally challenge the New



Deal?

A: The opposition utilized legal challenges by filing numerous lawsuits to have New Deal legislation
declared unconstitutional. These cases often focused on the interpretation of the Commerce Clause, arguing
that the federal government was exceeding its constitutional authority. Landmark Supreme Court cases
like Schechter Poultry Corp. v. United States were significant victories for the opposition during this

period.

Q: What public relations and propaganda tactics did the business opposition
employ?

A: The opposition employed sophisticated public relations and propaganda tactics, including funding critical
newspapers and radio programs, producing anti-New Deal literature, and creating front organizations to
foster the impression of broad public dissent. They sought to frame the New Deal as a threat to liberty and

economic prosperity.

Q How did President Franklin D. Roosevelt respond to the businessmens
crusade?

A: Roosevelt responded by directly addressing the public through his "fireside chats" to explain and defend
his policies. He also took on his critics politically, notably with his controversial "court-packing” plan, and

strategically worked to isolate and marginalize his more extreme opponents.

Q: Did the business opposition succeed in stopping the New Deal?

A: While the opposition managed to get some New Deal legislation struck down by the Supreme Court
early on, they ultimately failed to dismantle the core programs of the New Deal. Roosevelt's administration
successfully implemented and defended many of its key initiatives, which became lasting components of

American policy.

Q What is the lasting legacy of the businessmens crusade against the
New Deal?

A: The legacy includes the enduring debate over the role of government in the economy, the
establishment of federal responsibility for economic management and social welfare, and the ongoing
influence of business interests in politics. It also highlights the historical tension between free-market

ideologies and government intervention.
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