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How effective FDR’s administrative actions were was widely debated during and after 

his presidency, and the role of the federal government as a whole was constantly fluctuating as it 

was called to hold more or less power due to these actions.  

The actions of Roosevelt’s administration led to many positive, along with some 

negative, social changes, especially in the areas of women and minorities’ rights as well as 

workers’ rights. Organizations such as the Federal Housing Administration opened cheap 

temporary housing or ‘flop houses’, yet they were meant only for white men, even though people 

of color and women were statistically in more need. Meridel Lesueur writes in New Masses, 

1932, “There are no flop houses for women as there are for men, where a bed can be had for a 

quarter or less.” At this time, everyone who could not keep their house was in need of housing, 

yet there were no actions taken to provide cheap temporary living spaces for women. Although 

projects such as the Boulder Dam put black and white men alike to work, “... the administration 

continued the shameful policy begun by Hoover of forbidding Negroes to live in Boulder City, 

the government built town.” The Crisis in November 1940 goes on to say, “And in its own pet 

project, the TVA, the administration forbade Negroes to live in Norris, another government-built 

town at Norris Dam.” Roosevelt did not put a stop to Hoover’s practice of banning African 

Americans from living even in the cities near where they had worked. Despite the housing 

conflicts, the same document goes on to say, “[The] most important contribution of the 

Roosevelt administration to the age-old color line problem in America has been its doctrine that 

Negroes are a part of the country and must be considered in any program for the country as a 

whole... For the first time in their lives, the government has taken on meaning and substance for 
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the Negro masses.” The author is here referring to the fact that for the first time, African 

Americans are being seen as human beings who are employable and work like any other 

American. In regards to workers’ rights, John L. Lewis says in a 1936 NBC radio broadcast, 

“Huge corporations… have no right to transgress the law which gives to the workers the right of 

self-organization and collective bargaining.” This states that the government has indeed passed 

legislation guaranteeing the right of unionization. But is this constitutional? Charles Evans 

Hughes, in the majority opinion of the Schechter vs United States case of 1935, says, “The 

question of chief importance relates to the provision of the codes to the hours and wages of those 

employed… It is plain that these requirements are imposed in order to govern the details of 

defendants’ management of their local business.” With all the new legislation being passed, 

some question the new role of the federal government and its authority being given with the 

changes. Some, like Hughes, believe, “... the authority of the federal government may not be 

pushed to such an extreme.” Still others believe that with the power transferred to the federal 

government with these new laws, “The government as an instrument of democratic action in the 

future has also been strengthened and renovated… now that we have a Supreme Court which is 

abreast of the times.” These individuals believe that the federal government’s role needed to be 

stronger in this period, as quoted here in The New Republic in 1940.  

Overall, due to FDR’s debated legislation and its relative effectiveness on women’s, 

minorities’, and workers’ rights, the role of the federal government was in constant fluctuation as 

it needed to hold varying amounts of power. 


