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During the Great Depression, why would a Native American become a popular 
national leader promoting the common good?

Will Rogers was a cherokee, a comedian, a plainspoken critic of the nation’s 
rich and powerful, a movie star, a journalist, and an adviser to President Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt (FDR). in contrast to earlier notions of the United states 
as an Anglo-saxon country into which newcomers might assimilate, 
Rogers articulated a new Americanism that included ethnic minori-
ties. the Great Depression tarnished the status of the business elite 
and opened up the political process to party realignments and new 
leaders. the popular culture expressed this new Americanism; Will 
Rogers was its most prominent voice.

the Great Depression gave rise to a cultural and political 
upheaval that helped propel Rogers to stardom and political 
influence. President Franklin Roosevelt coveted his support, 
and Rogers obliged by promoting the New Deal, the presi-
dent’s program for economic recovery. However, Rogers 
also pushed the president to the left by advocating such 
measures as taxing the rich and redistributing wealth. in 
1932, Oklahoma nominated Rogers for president as the 
state’s favorite son; three years later, california Democratic 
leaders urged him to run for the senate. but in 1935, before 
any of these possibilities could come to fruition, Rogers died in 
a plane crash.

Hardship and  
Hope: The Great 
Depression of the 1930s

2 2

Will Rogers, cherokee comic, movie star, and political activist, poses 
here with his cowboy gear, surrounded by admiring fans. Rogers was 
one of the most popular celebrities of the 1930s and a playful but 
pointed social critic.
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the response to Rogers’s death illustrates his stature as a national leader and spokesperson 
for a new multicultural Americanism. congress adjourned in his memory, President Roosevelt 
sent a well-publicized letter to Rogers’s family, the governor of california proclaimed a day of 
mourning, flags flew at half staff, bells rang in Rogers’s honor in more than 100 cities, and nearly 
100,000 people filed by his coffin at Forest Lawn cemetery. Radio stations across the country 
broadcast his memorial service from the Hollywood bowl, presided over by a Protestant min-
ister and a catholic priest, while a Yiddish performer sang a Hebrew mourning chant. Across 
town, Mexican-American citizen groups placed a wreath on Olvera street that read “Nosotros 
Lamentamos la Muerte de Will Rogers” (“We Mourn the Death of Will Rogers”). An African-
American fraternal group in Los Angeles joined black performers from Rogers’s films in a parade 
to honor the cherokee movie star. in his hometown of claremore, Oklahoma, cherokee indians 
performed a death dance in memory of their fallen kinsman.

this massive national grieving reveals not only Rogers’s popularity, but also the culture of 
1930s America. shared economic hardship unleashed changes in society that opened the door 
for a politically radical cherokee indian to become one of the most popular figures of the Great 
Depression. the Great Depression also gave President Roosevelt the opportunity to draw together 
a new political coalition of immigrants and minorities that elected him to the presidency four times.

The Great Depression & The New Deal: 1929—1940 This 
introductory video provides an overview of key events 
of the Great Depression of the 1930s, which was the 
most severe economic challenge that the United 
States has ever endured. On the heels of the 1929 
stock market crash, a three-year spate of bank failures 
further weakened the nation’s financial system while 
the Dust Bowl plunged the middle of the country into 
an agricultural crisis.

1

 Watch the Video Series on MyHistoryLab
Learn about some key topics related to this chapter with the 
MyHistoryLab Video Series: Key Topics in U. S History

The Great Depression This video probes deeper into the hardships facing the nation during the 
1930s. In the 1920s, the United States avoided the general malaise that had afflicted the international 
economy following the conclusion of World War I. However, with the Stock Market Crash of 1929, the 
“Roaring 20s” gave way to an economic depression that quickly spread across the United States and led 
to widespread unemployment.

2

The New Deal President Roosevelt set out immediately to address an ailing nation. This video chronicles 
FDR’s presidency from its first 100 days and the rise of New Deal programs, such as the Civilian 
Conservation Corps (CCC) and Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), to a successful bid for re-election in 
1936 and the second wave of New Deal initiatives that followed.

4

Presidential Responses to the Depression This video explains how President Herbert Hoover’s response 
to the nation’s economic woes differed from Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s promise of a “New Deal” for 
America. When elected President in 1932, FDR brought renewed hope to a country that sorely needed it.3

Watch on MyHistory Lab 

 Watch on MyHistory Lab 

 Watch on MyHistory Lab 

 Watch on MyHistory Lab 
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the New Deal, a package of remedies that President Roosevelt put together to address the 
problems of the Depression, provided relief to many Americans but did not eradicate poverty or 
end the crisis. Yet, as Americans drew around their radios to hear the president’s fireside chats, 
and as they held onto their faith in the nation’s promise despite its worst economic downturn, 
they helped forge a more inclusive culture.

the Great Depression

 22.1 What caused the Great Depression, and how did it affect ordinary Americans?

he Great Depression defined the 1930s in the United States. It shaped the politi-
cal life of the nation, the public policies that resulted, and the cultural expres-

sions that reflected the spirit of the people during a time of national crisis. Its 
effects permeated the lives of Americans from the mansions of the wealthy to 

the shanties of the poor and from the boardrooms to the bedrooms. The Depression 
drove thousands of farmers from the drought-stricken southern Great Plains to Cali-
fornia. But the story is not simply one of despair and hardship. It is also one of strong 
communities, resourcefulness, and hope.

The Great Depression was a global economic catastrophe. Of the major world 
powers, only the Soviet Union—a communist society with state-directed labor, agri-
culture, and industry—was immune to the collapse of the capitalist system after 1929. 
The Soviet economy grew throughout the 1930s, and its relative health led many peo-
ple in troubled capitalist systems to look to communism as an alternative. Socialism 
also gained many converts across Europe. The world’s powerful nations all moved 
toward greater government intervention in their economies. England, France, and the 
United States used deficit spending to help stimulate the economy and instituted relief 
programs. Italy, Germany, and Japan also increased government intervention in the 
economy, but they used different strategies to address the crisis, particularly military 
spending. These varied responses to the Depression contributed to the conflicts and 
alliances that would eventually culminate in World War II.

causes of the crisis
The Great Depression of the 1930s was the worst economic depression in the twentieth 
century. But it was neither the first nor the last. A complex set of factors led to the col-
lapse. Economists at the time, and since, have debated its cause, with no widely-shared 
explanation. Capitalism, the economic system that forms the basis of the American 
economy, has cycles of ups and downs. In the United States, prior to the 1930s, the 
government stepped in to regulate the economy primarily to protect economic com-
petition. Progressive Era reforms prevented corporations from establishing monopo-
lies, so that competition could flourish. In the free market economy, consumers would 
determine which companies would succeed, based on the quality of their products and 
services. Because the government did not determine the levels of industrial or agri-
cultural productivity, and did not set the prices, the economy was subject to changing 
circumstances that led to times of prosperity and times of recession or, in the case of 
severe economic downturns, depression.

Before the 1930s, the United States provided no welfare-state benefits, such as 
medical care, relief from poverty, income for the unemployed, or old-age insurance. 
Without policies that would serve as a safety net for workers who lost their jobs, many 
wage earners and their families fell into poverty during economic downturns. In the 
Great Depression of the 1930s, the economic crisis was so severe that one-quarter of 
the nation’s workers, nearly 14 million people, lost their jobs, leaving them and their 
families—40 million people in all—without any income or security. Many of these 
people had never known poverty before. Among the newly poor were thousands of 

Fireside chats the broadcasts 
by President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt during which he spoke 
directly to American families, often 
gathered around a radio in their 
living room.

t

Capitalism the now almost 
worldwide economic system of 
private ownership of property and 
profit-seeking corporations.

Welfare state A nation in which 
the government provides a “safety 
net” of entitlements and benefits 
for citizens unable to economically 
provide for themselves.
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middle-class Americans who now faced the loss of their homes and savings. For work-
ing-class and poor Americans, the impact of the Depression was devastating because 
they had little economic security to begin with.

For many Americans, the Depression really began in the 1920s. Food production 
and distribution stumbled along weakly throughout the 1920s, contributing to wide-
spread rural poverty. During the 1920s, 1,200 big corporations absorbed more than 
6,000 independent businesses. By 1929, 200 corporations controlled nearly half of all 
industry, which limited competition and made it difficult for new, smaller businesses 
to flourish.

Although the economy looked healthy on the surface, prosperity rested on an 
unsound foundation. Many people obtained consumer goods on credit, so when people 
lost their jobs, they could not pay their debts. Throughout the 1920s, the gap between 
the rich and poor increased. Nearly 80 percent of the nation’s families had no savings 
at all. Americans with high annual incomes of $10,000 or more—2.3 percent of the 
people—held two-thirds of all savings. The concentration of wealth among the richest 
Americans during the 1920s contributed to the persistence of the crisis in the 1930s.

surviving Hard times
In human terms, the Depression of the 1930s dealt a devastating blow to large num-
bers of Americans: crushing poverty, hunger, humiliation, and loss of dignity and 

in this 1937 photograph, “At the time of the Louisville Flood,” Margaret bourke-White depicts the painful irony of 
poverty in the midst of affluence. Here, hungry Americans line up at a breadline in front of a billboard proclaiming 
American prosperity. What does this photograph say about race and class in 1930s America?
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 Explore the  
Great Depression  
on MyHistoryLab

HOW BAD WAS THe  
GReAT DePReSSION?
Although alternating boom and bust 
cycles have proven an integral part 
of modern capitalism, the economic 
hard times that prevailed throughout 
the 1930s stand out as an exceptional 
case. Never before, and never since, 
have environmental, political, and 
economic factors combined to 
create so deep and so prolonged an 
economic catastrophe as that which 
Americans experienced during the 
era of the Great Depression. In the 
graph below, notice the extremely 
high rates of unemployment that 
American workers endured during 
the 1930s compared to other, more 
moderate, spikes in unemployment 
that occurred during other periods of 
economic distress.

Cause  How did financial 
sector instability contribute to 
the Great Depression?
Map the spread of bank failures in 
the U.s. from 1928-1933.

Consequence  Where did 
the Depression hit the hardest?
Map the differences in regional 
economic impacts over time.

Choices  How did 
geographic mobility help 
Americans facing economic 
hardship?
Map the migration of Americans 
into and out of areas during the 
Depression.

breadlines like this one were a common sight during the Great Depression.

Use MyHistoryLab Explorer to answer these questions:K e Y  Q U e S T i O n S

UNEMPLOYED PERSONS AS A PERCENTAGE OF THE CIVILIAN LABOR FORCE
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self-worth. Many felt a profound shame that they could no longer earn a living and 
support their families. The few jobs available often went to the young, strong, well-fed, 
and well-groomed. Thousands of citizens poured out their hearts in letters to the presi-
dent, hoping that the government could provide some assistance. In 1934 an Oklahoma 
woman lamented, “The unemployed have been so long without food-clothes-shoes-
medical care-dental care etc.—we look prety bad—so when we ask for a job we dont’ 
get it. And we look and feel a little worse each day—when we ask for food they call us 
bums—it isent our fault … no we are not bums.”

Families provided the first line of defense against disaster, especially in the early 
days of the crisis. Many families adapted to hard times by abandoning time-honored 
gender roles. As men lost jobs, women went to work. Working women did not take jobs 
from men; rather, they held jobs defined as “traditional women’s work” as secretaries, 
nurses, and waitresses. These jobs offered lower wages than most jobs held by men. A 
white woman working for wages earned, on average, 61 percent of a white man’s wages; 
a black woman earned a mere 23 percent. Still, they provided at least a modicum of 
much-needed income.

Many parents struggled to provide for their families under difficult conditions, 
sometimes risking their health and safety to do so. Erminia Pablita Ruiz Mercer 
remembered when her father was injured while working in the beet fields in 1933. “He 
didn’t want to live if he couldn’t support his family,” so he risked experimental back 
surgery and died on the operating table. Young Erminia then dropped out of school to 
work as “a doughnut girl” to support her mother and sisters.

enduring Discrimination
For many poor families, hard times were nothing new. As one African American noted, 
“The Negro was born in depression. It only became official when it hit the white man.” 
Throughout the 1930s, black Americans suffered the impact of economic hard times 
disproportionately. By 1932 black unemployment reached 50 percent. With local white 
authorities in charge of relief, impoverished southern blacks had few places to turn for 
assistance. African Americans also faced increasing violence; the number of lynchings 
rose from eight in 1932 to twenty in 1935.

Many poor people joined the growing ranks of hobos, riding the rails from town 
to town, looking for work. But poverty did not erase racial hierarchies or sexual codes, 
especially for nine young African Americans in 1931 who came to be known as the 
“Scottsboro Boys.” The youths were riding the rails when they were arrested in Paint 
Rock, Alabama. Two white women on the train with them accused them of rape. Nar-
rowly avoiding a lynching, they were taken to jail in Scottsboro. An all-white jury con-
victed them of rape, and they were sentenced to death. In November 1932, the U.S. 
Supreme Court ordered a new trial on the grounds that the defendants did not get a 
fair trial. But the new trial also resulted in convictions.

The case became a major rallying point for civil rights activists, liberals, and radi-
cals throughout the 1930s. Support for the young men came from all over the world. 
In 1935 the U.S. Supreme Court reversed the second set of convictions on the grounds 
that excluding blacks from the jury denied the defendants due process. Yet, in the next 
two years, five of the defendants were again tried and found guilty. Although none of 
the Scottsboro Boys was executed, they all spent long years in prison.

Mexican-Americans also suffered disproportionately during the Depression. 
Many families could barely survive on the low wages paid to Mexican laborers. 
According to a 1933 study, working children’s earnings constituted more than one-
third of their families’ total income. The work was often grueling. Julia Luna Mount 
recalled her first day at a Los Angeles cannery: “I didn’t have money for gloves so I 
peeled chilies all day long by hand. After work, my hands were red, swollen, and I was 
on fire! On the streetcar going home, I could hardly hold on my hands hurt so much.” 
Young Julia was lucky—her father saw her suffering and did not make her return to 
the cannery. But Carmen Bernal Escobar’s father could not afford to be soft-hearted 

Hobos Migrant worker or poor 
and homeless vagrant who 
traveled on trains from location 
to location, usually in search of 
employment.
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about work: “My father was a busboy and to keep the family going … in order to bring 
in a little more money … my mother, my grandmother, my mother’s brother, my 
sister and I all worked together” at the cannery.

Those with cannery work, hard as it was, were among the fortunate. Many more 
Mexicans were deported. Between 1931 and 1934, more than 500,000 Mexicans and 
Mexican Americans—approximately one-third of the Mexican population in the 
United States—were sent to Mexico. Most were children born in the United States. 
Throughout the century, the United States opened or closed its doors to Mexican 
immigrants depending on the need for their labor. They were deported during the 
Depression when unemployment was high, then recruited again during the labor 
shortage of World War II.

the Dust bowl
Severe drought exacerbated the difficulties of farmers across Oklahoma, Texas, Kan-
sas, Colorado, and New Mexico, an area that came to be known as the Dust Bowl. 
Farmers had used the land mainly for grazing until high grain prices during World 
War I enticed them to plow under millions of acres of natural grasslands to plant 
wheat. Plowing removed root systems from the soil, and years of little rainfall caused 
the land to dry up. By the middle of the decade, high winds picked up the loose topsoil, 
creating dust storms across the open plains. The ecological disaster, largely the result 
of farming strategies that depleted the soil, drove 60 percent of the population out of 
the region.

MAP 22.1 DUst AND DROUGHt, 1931–1939 Drought cut a giant swath across the middle of America 
during the years of the Great Depression. the hardest hit region was the Dust bowl area of Oklahoma, texas, New 
Mexico, colorado, and Kansas. Many people fled the afflicted areas, abandoning farms, piling their belongings 
into their cars, and driving along Route 66 to california. While many considered the dust and draught to be acts of 
nature, land overuse was a significant contributor to the loose and dry topsoil that caused storms of dust to cover 
the region.

Dust and drought, 1931–1939
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Dust Bowl the plains regions of 
Oklahoma, texas, colorado, and 
New Mexico and Kansas? affected 
by severe drought in the 1930s.
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Migrant farm families fleeing the Dust Bowl came to symbolize the suffering 
wrought by the Depression. The photographs of Dorothea Lange, the songs of Woody 
Guthrie, and the writings of John Steinbeck all immortalized their plight. Steinbeck’s 
Pulitzer prize–winning novel The Grapes of Wrath (1939) and its film version have 
remained classics of American popular art. Writing in The Nation in 1936, Steinbeck 
described the Dust Bowl migrants streaming into California:

Poverty-stricken after the destruction of their farms, their last reserves used  
up in making the trip, they have arrived so beaten and destitute that they have 
been willing at first to work under any conditions and for any wages offered. . . . 
They are not drawn from a peon class, but have either owned small farms or 
been farm hands in the early American sense, in which the “hand” is a member 
of the employing family. They have one fixed idea, and that is to acquire land 
and settle on it… . They are not easily intimidated. They are courageous, intel-
ligent, and resourceful. Having gone through the horrors of the drought and with 
immense effort having escaped from it, they cannot be herded, attacked, starved, 
or  frightened.

Thousands of Okies piled belongings on their cars and made their way to Cali-
fornia in hopes of starting over. There they joined Mexican migrant farm workers, 
African-American laborers, and others down on their luck, hoping for work.

Presidential Responses to the Depression

 22.2 How did Presidents Hoover and Roosevelt respond to the Great Depression?

Until the economic collapse, President Herbert Hoover’s political achieve-
ments had earned wide admiration. He seemed the perfect embodiment of 
the spirit of the prosperous 1920s. But his ideas about politics and economics 
were ill suited to the crisis of the 1930s. Dissatisfaction with Hoover’s 

response to the Depression gave Franklin Delano Roosevelt a landslide victory in the 

Okie Migrant from Oklahoma who 
left the state during the Dust bowl 
period in search of work.

An Oklahoma farmer and his sons try to find shelter from the storm of dust that blew across the plains in 1935. 
severe drought after years of excessive plowing created dry loose topsoil that was picked up by high winds. More 
than half of the residents of the Dust bowl moved out of the area as a result of the devastation.

  Read the Document Carey McWilliams, Okies in California, 1939
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tAbLe 22.1 tHe eLectiON OF 1932

candidate Political Party Popular vote (%) electoral vote
Franklin D. Roosevelt Democratic 57.4 472

Herbert Hoover Republican 39.7  59

Norman thomas socialist  2.2 —

1932 presidential election. Promising to take action to ease the nation’s suffering, the 
optimistic Roosevelt sparked hope for an end to the crisis.

Herbert Hoover: Failed efforts
Had prosperity continued, Hoover might have left a legacy of presidential leadership to 
match his earlier achievements as a Progressive administrator of food relief in Europe.

Declaring that “excessive fortunes are a menace to true liberty,” he favored 
steeply graduated inheritance and income taxes on the wealthy, with no tax burden 
on the poor. He believed that society had a responsibility to care for those in need and 
that the prosperous should bear much of the burden. After the stock market crash, 
Hoover increased spending for public works—programs in which the government 
created jobs for people who needed employment—to the unprecedented sum of $700 
million. He established the Reconstruction Finance Corporation to make govern-
ment credit available to banks and other financial institutions. Seeking to restore 
confidence in the economy, he strove for a balanced budget by raising taxes and cut-
ting spending—a strategy that underestimated the depth of the Depression and made 
the situation worse.

As the Depression set in and brought widespread misery, Hoover fully expected 
that charitable organizations would step in and provide aid to the poor. He believed 
that government relief to the needy had demoralizing effects on people. Even when it 
was clear that the crisis was beyond the help of charitable groups, Hoover remained 
strongly opposed to direct relief for the poor. Private giving did increase to record lev-
els; unfortunately, it was not sufficient.

Hoover’s popularity reached its lowest ebb in 1932. A group of World War I vet-
erans in Portland, Oregon, organized a march on Washington, D.C., called the Bonus 
March. The veterans were due to receive a bonus of $1,000 each in 1945. The group 
had asked to have their bonuses early, in 1932, to help ease their suffering during the 
Depression. Hoover refused, compelling more than 20,000 veterans to travel to Wash-
ington and petition Congress. The determined veterans set up a tent city and settled 
in with their families. When Hoover refused to meet with the protesters, the veterans 
began to leave. But some did not depart quickly enough, and a police officer began 
shooting at the unarmed demonstrators, killing one person.

Army Chief of Staff Douglas MacArthur stepped in and escalated the violence. His 
troops used tear gas and bayonets to prod the veterans and their families to vacate the 
area, then set fire to the tent city. The attack injured more than 100 people and killed 
one baby. The image of federal troops assaulting a group of peaceful veterans stunned 
the public. Although MacArthur had ordered the brutality, the public blamed Hoover. 
As most people saw it, Hoover had heartlessly spurned the veterans’ legitimate request. 
By the time of the 1932 election, Hoover had lost most of his public support.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt: the Pragmatist
In contrast to Hoover, Franklin Delano Roosevelt was born into a family of wealth 
and privilege. Pampered as a child, he was educated at elite schools and colleges. In 
1905, he married a distant cousin, Eleanor Roosevelt, the niece of President Theodore 
Roosevelt. Like Franklin, Eleanor came from a sheltered, upper-class background. But 
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her early life, unlike his, was filled with sadness. Both her parents died when she was a 
young child, and at age ten her grandmother left her in the care of a harsh governess. 
The young woman began to flourish when she went abroad to study. The rigorous 
education developed her strengths and confidence.

Franklin Roosevelt was elected to the New York State Senate in 1911, and in 1913 
he became Assistant Secretary of the Navy. His political plans derailed suddenly in 
1921 when he was stricken with polio and lost the use of his legs. The painful and inca-
pacitating illness threw the normally ebullient young man into despair. The formerly 
athletic Roosevelt depended on braces, crutches, and a wheelchair to move around. 
But his extraordinary reserves of self-confidence and optimism helped to sustain him 
in the face of his paralysis.

FDR’s bout with polio did nothing to dampen his political ambitions. He became 
governor of New York in 1928, following in the footsteps of his Republican cousin, 
Theodore Roosevelt. In his 1932 Democratic presidential campaign, FDR made few 
specific proposals, but promised the American people a “New Deal.” Many Americans, 
facing dire circumstances in their own lives, identified with their disabled president, 
who overcame his own adversity to lead the nation in a time of crisis.

 Read the Document Franklin D. Roosevelt, Fireside Chat, September 6, 1936

in this 1941 photograph, FDR is pictured with his dog Fala and Ruthie bie, a friend’s granddaughter, in Hyde Park, 
New York. this is one of only two known photographs of Roosevelt in his wheelchair. careful to project an image 
of strength, vitality, and optimism, FDR avoided photos that would call attention to his physical disability. Yet many 
Americans found inspiration and hope knowing that their president, like the nation, could triumph over adversity. 
What do the details in this photograph reveal about FDR’s personality and his life beyond the public view?
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course, impossible to sell perfectly sound assets of a bank and 
convert them into cash except at panic prices far below their 
real value.

by the afternoon of March 3 scarcely a bank in the coun-
try was open to do business. Proclamations temporarily closing 
them in whole or in part had been issued by the Governors in 
almost all the states.

it was then that i issued the proclamation providing for 
the nationwide bank holiday, and this was the first step in the 
Government’s reconstruction of our financial and economic 
fabric. . . .

it is possible that when the banks resume a very few 
people who have not recovered from their fear may again 
begin withdrawals. Let me make it clear that the banks will 
take care of all needs—and it is my belief that hoarding dur-
ing the past week has become an exceedingly unfashionable 
pastime. it needs no prophet to tell you that when the  people 
find that they can get their money—that they can get it when 
they want it for all legitimate purposes—the phantom of 
fear will soon be laid. People will again be glad to have their 
money where it will be safely taken care of and where they 
can use it conveniently at any time. i can assure you that it is 
safer to keep your money in a reopened bank than under the 
mattress. . . .

i hope you can see from this elemental recital of what your 
Government is doing that there is nothing complex, or radical, 
in the process. . . .

it has been wonderful to me to catch the note of confi-
dence from all over the country. i can never be sufficiently 
grateful to the people for the loyal support they have given 
me in their acceptance of the judgment that has dictated our 
course, even though all our processes may not have seemed 
clear to them.

After all, there is an element in the readjustment of our fi-
nancial system more important than currency, more important 
than gold, and that is the confidence of the people. confidence 
and courage are the essentials of success in carrying out our 
plan. You people must have faith; you must not be stampeded 
by rumors or guesses. Let us unite in banishing fear. We have 
provided the machinery to restore our financial system; it is up 
to you to support and make it work.

it is your problem no less than it is mine. together we 
 cannot fail.

Questions for Discussion

1. What rhetorical strategies did Roosevelt use in this speech 
to calm the fears of the American people?

2. What does this speech indicate about the role of the presi-
dent and the government in responding to the economic 
crisis?

W
hen the banks collapsed, President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
used the radio to speak candidly with the American peo-
ple about the banking crisis and urge them to be calm 
and patient. A master of the media, President Roosevelt 

explained how the government would intervene in the crisis and 
protect citizens’ savings. Here he demonstrates his ability to con-
nect with Americans in their everyday struggles and fears and per-
suade them to trust his leadership—and the government—to work 
in their best interests.

i want to talk for a few minutes with the people of the 
United states about banking—with the comparatively few 
who understand the mechanics of banking but more particu-
larly with the overwhelming majority who use banks for the 
making of deposits and the drawing of checks. i want to tell 
you what has been done in the last few days, why it was done, 
and what the next steps are going to be. i recognize that the 
many proclamations from state capitols and from Washington, 
the legislation, the treasury regulations, etc., couched for the 
most part in banking and legal terms, should be explained for 
the benefit of the average citizen. i owe this in particular be-
cause of the fortitude and good temper with which everybody 
has accepted the inconvenience and hardships of the banking 
holiday. i know that when you understand what we in Wash-
ington have been about i shall continue to have your coopera-
tion as fully as i have had your sympathy and help during the 
past week.

First of all, let me state the simple fact that when you de-
posit money in a bank the bank does not put the money into a 
safe deposit vault. it invests your money in many different forms 
of credit—bonds, commercial paper, mortgages and many 
other kinds of loans. in other words, the bank puts your money 
to work to keep the wheels of industry and of agriculture turn-
ing around. A comparatively small part of the money you put 
into the bank is kept in currency—an amount which in normal 
times is wholly sufficient to cover the cash needs of the average 
citizen. in other words, the total amount of all the currency in 
the country is only a small fraction of the total deposits in all of 
the banks.

What, then, happened during the last few days of Febru-
ary and the first few days of March? because of undermined 
confidence on the part of the public, there was a general rush 
by a large portion of our population to turn bank deposits into 
currency or gold—a rush so great that the soundest banks 
could not get enough currency to meet the demand. the 
reason for this was that on the spur of the moment it was, of 

interpreting History

Fireside Chat on Banking MarCh 12, 1933 

Let us unite in  

banishing fear.
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“Nothing to Fear but Fear itself”
In his inaugural address, Roosevelt endeavored to ease the nation’s anxieties with 
reassuring words: “Let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is 
fear itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts 
to convert retreat into advance.” Roosevelt launched his advance immediately. Panic 
had prompted many Americans to pull out their bank savings, causing many banks 
to fail. To stop the run on banks, FDR announced a “bank holiday,” temporarily clos-
ing all the nation’s banks. He could have nationalized the banking system, a move 
toward socialism that would likely have received widespread support. But Roosevelt 
favored government regulation, not government ownership. He proposed the Emer-
gency Banking Bill, providing government support for private banks. Congress passed 
the bill instantly, to the applause of the bankers who helped draft it.

In the first of his “fireside chats” to millions of radio listeners, whom he addressed 
as “my friends,” Roosevelt assured citizens that the reopened banks were sound. He 
used the medium of radio skillfully to explain his policies and to communicate com-
forting and reassuring messages that reached people in the intimate setting of their 
homes. The next day, bank deposits exceeded withdrawals as a result of the confidence 
he inspired.

the New Deal

 22.3 What was the New Deal, and how did it develop over time?

he New Deal drew on Progressive Era reform impulses to extend the reach of 
the federal government to solve social problems. It provided assistance to many 
Americans suffering the effects of the Depression and established the welfare 

state that would last half a century. Based on pragmatism, experimentation, 
and shrewd political calculation, FDR’s plan began with a flurry of activity in the first 
100 days of his administration and developed into a more progressive agenda by 1935, 
often called the Second New Deal. New Deal programs countered capitalism’s cyclical 
nature and offered a safety net for industrial workers. They legitimized labor unions 
and established a system of regulation and cooperation between industry and labor. 
These federal initiatives won Roosevelt a resounding reelection in 1936. Many New 
Deal programs failed, but those that succeeded created the foundation of the modern 
American state. The broad-based reform effort, however, did not end the Depression 
nor eradicate poverty.

the First Hundred Days
Roosevelt acted quickly and pragmatically. As one of his first acts, he encouraged 
Congress to repeal Prohibition. In 1933 the states quickly ratified the Twenty-First 
Amendment, repealing the Eighteenth. Repeal of Prohibition helped the economy by 
providing additional tax revenues from liquor sales, since they were once again legal, 
and a market for farmers’ corn and wheat, which were used to produce liquor. Con-
gress also created the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) to oversee the stock 
market and the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) to reform the banking 
system and provide insurance for deposits.

One of FDR’s most pressing challenges was to prop up prices for producers while 
keeping them low enough for consumers. Poverty in the midst of plenty was one of the 
Depression’s cruelest ironies. Farmers could not afford to transport their goods to mar-
ket and food rotted while millions of people went hungry. Through the Agricultural 
Adjustment Act, the government sought to prop up farm prices by limiting supply. It 
paid farmers to destroy livestock and take acreage out of production.

Second New Deal the agenda 
of policies and programs initiated 
by President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt beginning in 1935 that 
was intended to strengthen the 
lot of American workers while 
simultaneously preserving the 
capitalist system.

t
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Another challenge for Roosevelt and the federal government was to create jobs. 
Most Americans in need desperately wanted to work. They considered government 
relief a sign of failure and shame. Many citizens searched for ways to preserve their 
pride. One woman wrote to Eleanor Roosevelt asking to borrow money to avoid charity:

Please Mrs. Roosevelt, I do not want charity, only a chance from someone who 
will trust me… . I am sending you two of my dearest possessions to keep as secu-
rity, a ring my husband gave me before we were married, and a ring my mother 
used to wear… . If you will consider buying the baby clothes, please keep them 
(rings) until I send you the money you spent. It is very hard to face bearing a 
baby we cannot afford to have, and the fact that it is due to arrive soon, and still 
there is no money for the hospital or clothing, does not make it any easier. I have 
decided to stay home, keeping my 7 year old daughter from school to help with 
the smaller children… . The 7 year old one is a good willing little worker and 
somehow we must manage—but without charity.

In March 1933, Congress passed the Federal Emergency Relief Administration 
(FERA), which provided $500 million in grants to the states for aid to the needy. The 

Dorothea Lange took photographs for the Farm security Administration (FsA), documenting the lives of 
Depression-era migrants. this 1939 photo, “Mother and children on the Road, tulelake, siskiyou county, california,” 
is one of Lange’s many portraits of impoverished families. Why would this photograph become one of the most 
important iconic images of life in America during the Great Depression? What about the demeanor and faces of 
the woman and her children creates an emotional response in the viewer?

 
 Watch the Video Migrant Mother
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program was headed by Harry Hopkins, an energetic and brash young reformer, 
who disbursed $2 million during his first two hours on the job. He then persuaded 
Roosevelt to launch a temporary job program, the Civil Works Administration 
(CWA). The CWA provided government-sponsored jobs for more than 4 million 
workers. But the program came under fire from conservatives, and FDR ended it a 
few months later.

In 1933 Roosevelt combined his interest in conservation with his goal of providing 
work for unemployed young men. The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) operated 
under the control of the Army. CCC workers lived in camps, wore uniforms, and con-
formed to military discipline. They planted millions of trees, built more than 30,000 
wilderness shelters, stocked rivers and lakes with nearly 1 billion fish, and preserved 
historic sites. Their work revived depleted forests and provided flood control. By 1935 
the CCC had employed more than 500,000 young men and kept them, in FDR’s words, 
“off the city street corners.”

Another measure that linked natural resources to the recovery effort was the Ten-
nessee Valley Authority (TVA), an experiment in government-owned utilities that 
brought power to rural areas along the Tennessee River in seven states in western 
Appalachia—among the poorest areas in the nation. This far-reaching government-
owned project offered a radical alternative to American capitalism. Under the TVA, 
the government built five dams, improved 20 others, and constructed power plants; it 
produced and sold electricity to farmers and facilitated the development of industry 
in the region. The TVA also provided flood control and became one of the largest and 
cheapest suppliers of power in the nation.

In addition to the dams built as part of the TVA, gigantic new dams provided 
electricity and irrigation in the arid West: Hoover Dam on the Colorado River outside 

MAP 22.2 AReAs seRveD bY tHe teNNessee vALLeY AUtHORitY the tennessee valley Authority 
(tvA) brought electricity to a large area in western Appalachia, one of the poorest regions in the country. the 
government-owned project strengthened the economy and improved living conditions in the area. but the many 
dams, along with other tvA projects, disrupted natural ecosystems and had negative environmental consequences 
that were unforseen at the time.

A l a
b a m a  R .  

C u m b e r l a n d  R .  

ALABAMA

GEORGIA
SOUTH

CAROLINA

NORTH
CAROLINA

KENTUCKY

MISSISSIPPI

TENNESSEE

Nashville

Huntsville

Chattanooga

Paducah

Memphis

Jackson

Birmingham

Atlanta

Columbia

Charlotte

Principal TVA dams

TVA power plants

Tennessee River Valley
watershed

Area served by TVA
electrical power

Bowling Green

Oak Ridge

Knoxville

Te n n e s s e e  R.  

D u c k  R .  

E l k
 R

.  

N o l i c h u c k y  R .  

F r e n c h  B ro a d  R .  

L i t t l e  Te n n e s s e e  R .  

P ow e l l  R
.  

H

o
ls

t o n  R .  

M22_JONE1302_01_SE_C22.indd   40 12/28/12   8:58 PM



22-41

22.1

22.4

22.2

22.3

Las Vegas, and the huge Grand Coulee Dam across the Columbia River in Washing-
ton State that provided electricity to much of the Northwest and irrigation for over 
half a million acres of land in the Columbia basin. The Golden Gate Bridge, another 
Depression-era project, spanned the entrance to San Francisco Bay. In 1930, construc-
tion began on the Empire State Building in New York City, the tallest building in the 
world up to that time.

The 1933 National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) became the centerpiece of the 
first New Deal. The NIRA established the National Recovery Administration (NRA) to 
oversee regulation of the economy. In his second “fireside chat,” Roosevelt called the 
NRA “a partnership in planning” between business and government. The NRA enabled 
businesses in each sector of the economy to form trade associations and set their own 
standards for production, prices, and wages. Section 7(a) of the NIRA also guaranteed 
collective bargaining rights to workers, sparking new hope for union organizers.

FDR’s first 100 days also included the creation of the Home Owners’ Loan Corpo-
ration, providing refinancing of home mortgages at low rates. Because the plan helped 
stem the tide of foreclosures and guaranteed the repayment of loans, it pleased home-
owners, banks, and real-estate interests. It helped FDR gain the support of a large seg-
ment of the middle class.

One of the boldest New Dealers was John Collier, whom Roosevelt appointed as 
Commissioner of Indian Affairs. Collier opposed the policy of land allotment that the 
Dawes Act of 1887 had enacted. Under allotment, Native-American land holdings had 
dwindled from 130 million acres to 49 million acres—much of it desert. Collier rejected 
the assumption that Indians’ survival depended on their assimilation into white cul-
ture. He altered the government boarding schools’ curriculum to include bicultural and 
bilingual education and eliminated military dress and discipline.

Collier’s ideas came to fruition in the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act, which rec-
ognized the autonomy of Indian tribes, did away with the allotment program, and 
appropriated funds to help Indians add to their land holdings. It also provided for job 
and professional training programs as well as a system of agricultural and industrial 
credit. In keeping with Collier’s goal of Indian self-government, each tribe decided 
whether to accept the terms of the Indian Reorganization Act. In the end, 181 tribes 
voted to accept the law, while 77 opted out of it.

Protest and Pressure from the Left and the Right
Despite these accomplishments, challenges to Roosevelt’s New Deal took many forms. 
Although FDR strove to help businesses survive and remain profitable during the 
Depression, many business leaders continued to oppose the New Deal, charging that 
FDR was a dictator and that his program amounted to socialism. At the same time, 
FDR faced criticism from the left. Many people believed that Roosevelt’s policies did 
not go far enough to ease the suffering caused by the economic crisis. Some thought 
that New Deal policies aimed at bolstering capitalism were ill-advised, and that capital-
ism itself was the problem. Disenchantment with capitalism drew many Americans to 
the cause of socialism and swelled the ranks of the small Communist party.

By 1934 and 1935, much of the pressure on Roosevelt came from workers, whose 
hopes that the NIRA would guarantee collective bargaining rights were dashed by the 
intransigence of employers. In 1934 nearly 1.5 million workers participated in 1,800 
strikes. Although most African Americans supported FDR and the Democratic party 
during the Depression, between 3,000 and 4,000 members of the black community of 
Birmingham, Alabama, joined the Communist party and related organizations during 
the 1930s. One successful effort at biracial organizing occurred in the Arkansas delta in 
1934. The Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union (STFU) brought together black and white 
tenants and sharecroppers to fight for better working conditions.

In addition to the communists, socialists, labor unions, and grassroots organiza-
tions that sprang up all over the country, a number of individuals proposed alternatives 
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to Roosevelt’s program and gained large followings. The most influential of these were 
Dr. Francis Townsend, Father Charles E. Coughlin, and Senator Huey P. Long. In 1934 
Townsend, a retired physician and health commissioner from Long Beach, California, 
introduced an idea for a pension plan that sparked a nationwide grassroots move-
ment. Townsend proposed a 2 percent national sales tax that would fund a pension of 
$200 a month for Americans over age 60. The Townsend Plan became hugely popular, 
especially among elderly Americans. In 1936 a national survey indicated that half of all 
Americans favored the plan. Though the plan was never implemented, the groundswell 
of support that it generated probably hastened the development and passage of the old-
age insurance system contained in the 1935 Social Security Act.

Coughlin also inspired a huge following. A Catholic priest, he served as pastor of 
a small church outside Detroit, Michigan. He began to broadcast his sermons on the 
radio, using his magnetic personality to address political as well as religious issues. Soon 
he became a media phenomenon, broadcasting through 26 radio stations to an audi-
ence estimated at 40 million. The “Radio Priest” called for a redistribution of wealth and 
attacked Wall Street, international bankers, and the evils of capitalism. But his message 
turned from social justice populism to right-wing bigotry. His virulent anti-Semitism 
and admiration for the fascist regimes of Adolf Hitler in Germany and Benito Mussolini 
in Italy drove away many of his followers. By 1940 Coughlin had ceased broadcasting 
and abandoned all political activities, under orders of the Catholic Church.

Huey P. Long was among the most powerful, and colorful, politicians of the era. 
He rose from modest origins to become a lawyer and a public service commissioner. 
In 1928 Long won the governorship of Louisiana. His progressive leadership inspired 
tremendous loyalty, especially among poor workers and farmers. He did more for 
the underprivileged people of Louisiana than any other governor. He expanded the 
state’s infrastructure; developed social services; built roads, hospitals, and schools; and 
changed the tax code to place a greater burden on corporations and the wealthy. Unlike 
many other southern politicians, his public statements were free of racial slurs. But his 
ambition had no bounds, and he used any means to accumulate power.

In 1932 Long resigned the governorship and won election to the U.S. Senate. Soon, 
he gained a huge national following. Initially he supported FDR, but by 1933 he had bro-
ken with the president and forged his own political movement based on his Share-Our-
Wealth Plan. Giving voice to many Americans’ resentment toward “wealthy plutocrats,” 
Long advocated a radical redistribution of the nation’s wealth. He called for new taxes on 
the wealthy and proposed to guarantee a minimum annual income of $2,500 for all those 
in need. As he put it, “How many men ever went to a barbecue and would let one man 
take off the table what was intended for nine-tenths of the people to eat? The only way 
you’ll ever be able to feed the balance of the people is to make that man come back and 
bring back some of the grub he ain’t got no business with.” By 1935 he was planning to 
challenge FDR in the next presidential election. But he never had the chance. In Septem-
ber 1935, the son-in-law of one of his vanquished political opponents assassinated him.

Eleanor Roosevelt also pushed FDR to the left, particularly on the issue of civil 
rights. Although the president was reluctant to support an antilynching bill in Con-
gress for fear of alienating southern white voters, the First Lady campaigned vigorously 
against lynching. When the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR) denied Afri-
can-American opera star Marian Anderson the right to perform at Constitution Hall in 
Washington, D.C., Eleanor promptly resigned from the DAR in protest and arranged 
for Anderson to perform at the Lincoln Memorial on Easter Sunday 1939, where a huge 
audience stood in the cold to hear her sing.

the second New Deal
FDR was careful not to alienate southern Democrats by cultivating African-American 
voters. However, he did reach out to industrial workers. In the spring of 1935, Congress 
passed the National Labor Relations Act, also known as the Wagner Act, which guar-
anteed collective bargaining and gave a huge boost to labor unions.

Townsend Plan A proposal by 
Dr. Francis townsend in 1934 for 
a 2 percent national sales tax that 
would fund a guaranteed pension 
of $200 per month for Americans 
older than age 60.
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Also in 1935, Congress passed the Social Security Act, perhaps the most important 
and far-reaching of all New Deal programs. The act established a system of old-age 
pensions, unemployment insurance, and welfare benefits for dependent children and 
the disabled. The framework of the Social Security Administration shaped the welfare 
system for the remainder of the century. But the welfare state established by the Social 
Security Act left out many of the most needy by establishing a two-track system of wel-
fare. One track provided workers with unemployment insurance and support in their 
old age (the Social Security program). But Social Security did not cover domestics, sea-
sonal or part-time workers, agricultural laborers, or housewives. The other track made 
matching funds available to states to provide relief for the needy, mostly dependent 
women and children with no means of support. Unlike Social Security, which was pro-
vided to all retired workers regardless of their circumstances, relief programs, which 
came to be known as “welfare,” were administered according to need.

The architects of this welfare system included many women who had been active 
reformers, such as Eleanor Roosevelt. These advocates hoped to protect women and 
children from the destitution that almost certainly resulted if a male breadwinner 
lost his job, deserted his family, or died. The system presumed that a man ordinarily 
earned a family wage that let him support his wife and children and that women were 

  Explore the Topic 

tAbLe 22.2 KeY NeW DeAL LeGisLAtiON, 1933–1938

Year Act or Agency Key Provisions
1933 emergency banking Act Reopened banks under government supervision

civilian conservation corps (ccc) employed young men in reforestation, flood control, road construction, and soil erosion  
control projects

Federal emergency Relief Act (FeRA) Provided federal funds for state and local relief efforts

Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA) Granted farmers direct payments for reducing crop production; funds for payment provided 
by a processing tax, later declared unconstitutional

Farm Mortgage Act Provided funds to refinance farm mortgages

tennessee valley Authority (tvA) constructed dams and power projects and developed the economy of a seven-state area in 
the tennessee River valley

Home Owners’ Loan corporation Provided funds for refinancing home mortgages of nonfarm homeowners

National industrial Recovery Act (NiRA)
established a series of fair competition codes; created National Recovery Administration 
(NRA) to write, coordinate, and implement these codes; NiRA’s section 7(a) guaranteed la-
bor’s right to organize (act later declared unconstitutional)

Public Works Administration (PWA) sought to increase employment and business activity by funding road construction, building 
construction, and other projects

Federal Deposit insurance corporation (FDic) insured individual bank deposits

civil Works Administration (cWA) Provided federal jobs for the unemployed

1934 securities and exchange Act created securities and exchange commission (sec) to regulate trading practices in stocks 
and bonds according to federal laws

indian Reorganization Act Restored ownership of tribal lands to Native Americans; provided funds for job training and a 
system of agricultural and industrial credit

Federal Housing Administration (FHA) insured loans provided by banks for the building and repair of houses

1935 Works Progress Administration (WPA) employed more than 8 million people to repair roads, build bridges, and work on other 
projects

National Youth Administration (NYA) WPA program that provided job training for unemployed youths and part-time jobs for stu-
dents in need

Federal One WPA program that provided financial assistance for writers, artists, musicians, and actors

National Labor Relations Act (Wagner Act)
Recognized the right of employees to join labor unions and to bargain collectively, reinstat-
ing the provisions of NiRA’s section 7(a); created the National Labor Relations board (NLRb) to 
enforce laws against unfair labor practices

social security Act created a system of social insurance that included unemployment compensation and old-
age survivors’ insurance; paid for by a joint tax on employers and employees

1938 Fair Labor standards Act established a minimum wage of 25 cents an hour and a standard work week of 44 hours for 
businesses engaged in interstate commerce

Family wage A level of income 
sufficient for an individual worker, 
usually a man, to support a spouse 
and family through a single salary.
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necessarily economically dependent on men. Thus, a deeply entrenched gender system 
prevailed through the 1930s. As a result, some—though not all—male breadwinners 
received benefits like Social Security. Impoverished women and children, on the other 
hand, received public charity. These payments were usually meager, not enough to lift 
a woman and her children out of poverty.

Because there were no nationally established guidelines on how to distribute 
welfare funds, states could determine who received assistance. As a result, the Social 
Security Act did little to assist African Americans, especially in the South, where black 
women were deliberately excluded by local authorities who preferred to maintain a 
pool of cheap African-American labor rather than to provide relief for black families.

In 1935 Congress allocated the huge sum of nearly $5 billion for the Emergency 
Relief Appropriation. Roosevelt used a significant portion of the money to expand his 
public works program. By executive order, he established the Works Progress Adminis-
tration (WPA), which provided millions of jobs for the unemployed. The project man-
dated that WPA jobs would make a contribution to public life and would not compete 
with private business. The jobs included building streets, highways, bridges, and public 
buildings; restoring forests; clearing slums; and extending electricity to rural areas. The 
WPA National Youth Administration gave work to nearly 1 million students.

The most effective WPA program was Federal One, which provided financial sup-
port for writers, musicians, artists, and actors. The Federal Theater Project, under the 
direction of Hallie Flanagan, former head of Vassar College’s Experimental Theater, 
shaped the project into an arena for experimental community-based theater. The Fed-
eral Theater Project included 16 black theater units. Federal One supported thousands 
of artists and brought the arts to a wide public audience through government-funded 
murals on public buildings, community-theater productions, local orchestras, and 
the like.

The New Deal did not reach everyone. New Deal programs were geared toward 
full-time industrial workers, most of whom were white men. Domestic workers, Mexi-
can migrant laborers, black and white sharecroppers, Chinese and Japanese truck 
farmers—all were among those ineligible for Social Security, minimum wages and 
maximum hours, unemployment insurance, and other New Deal benefits. But the New 
Deal established the national welfare state and provided assistance and security to mil-
lions of working people along with disabled, dependent, and elderly Americans. Such 
sweeping programs also solidified Roosevelt’s popularity among the poor, workers, and 
much of the middle class.

FDR’s second term
In the 1936 campaign, FDR claimed that the election was a battle between “the mil-
lions who never had a chance” and “organized money.” He boasted that the “forces 
of selfishness and of lust for power” had united against him: “They are unanimous in 
their hate for me—and I welcome their hatred.” His strategy paid off. Roosevelt won 
the election by a landslide of more than 60 percent of the popular vote. His strongest 
support came from the lower ends of the socioeconomic scale. The election also swept 
Democrats into Congress, giving them a decisive majority in both the House and  
the Senate.

With such a powerful mandate, Roosevelt was well positioned to promote a new 
legislative program. As his first major effort, he took on the Supreme Court. Domi-
nated by conservative justices, the Court had invalidated some major legislation of 
Roosevelt’s first term, including the AAA and the NIRA. Roosevelt feared that the 
justices would unravel the New Deal by striking down its progressive elements. To shift 
the balance of power on the Court, he proposed a measure that would let the president 
appoint one new justice for every one on the Court who had at least ten years of service 
and who did not retire within six months after turning 70.

Emboldened by his landslide victory, FDR believed that he could persuade Con-
gress and the nation to go along with any plan he put forward, but he was mistaken. 
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Many viewed his “court packing” plan as a threat to the fundamental separation of 
powers and feared that it would set a dangerous precedent. Powerful Republicans in 
Congress forged an alliance with conservative Democrats, mostly from the South, 
to defeat the plan. This informal alliance dominated Congress for the following two 
decades. The Court blunder cost Roosevelt considerable political capital and empow-
ered his opponents. In the end, his plan proved unnecessary anyway. The Court did 
not undercut the New Deal. Within the next few years, retirements allowed Roosevelt 
to appoint several new justices who tipped the balance in his favor.

A New Political culture

 22.4  How did the Depression and the New Deal change the way Americans of different 
backgrounds thought of themselves and their fellow citizens?

DR continued to face strong opposition from conservatives on the right and 
from radicals, communists, and socialists on the left. But his political fortunes 
benefited from the emergence of a new and more inclusive national culture. This 
new Americanism emanated from the working class and found expression in the 

labor movement, popular culture, and the political coalition that came together in the 
Democratic party. These nationalizing forces cut across lines of class and region and 
occasionally challenged hierarchies of gender and race.

the Labor Movement
The labor insurgency that erupted during the 1930s demonstrated the need for a new 
national labor movement. The American Federation of Labor (AFL), restricted to 
skilled workers, left out most of the nation’s less skilled industrial laborers. John L. 
Lewis of the United Mine Workers (UMW) and Sidney Hillman of the Amalgamated 
Clothing Workers of America were among several union leaders from a number of 
industries—including mining, steel, rubber, and automobile—who left the AFL to form 
a new broad-based labor organization, the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). 
Hillman and others argued that higher wages were good for the economy by enabling 
workers to purchase consumer goods, which would then benefit industry as well as 
workers. Lewis and Hillman played key roles in the CIO’s growth into a national force, 
but the impetus came from the workers themselves.

The CIO’s first major action came in 1936 in Akron, Ohio, where workers in the 
rubber industry organized a sit-down strike, a new strategy whereby laborers stopped 
work and simply sat down, shutting down production and occupying plants so that 
strikebreakers could not enter and take their jobs. Sit-down strikes became a promi-
nent labor tactic during 1936 when 48 strikes broke out across the nation. The numbers 
shot up the following year to about 500 strikes that lasted more than one day.

The most powerful demonstration of workers’ discontent came in the automobile 
industry, where speed-ups of the assembly line drove workers to rebellion. In 1936 a 
spontaneous strike erupted against General Motors in Atlanta; it soon spread to Kansas 
City, Missouri; Cleveland, Ohio; and the main plants at Flint, Michigan. Two weeks 

tAbLe 22.3 tHe eLectiON OF 1936

candidate Political Party Popular vote (%) electoral vote
Franklin D. Roosevelt Democratic 60.8 523

Alfred M. Landon Republican 36.5 8

William Levine Union 1.9 —

Sit-down strike A strategy 
employed by workers agitating 
for better wages and working 
conditions in which they stop 
working and simply sit down, thus 
ceasing production and preventing 
strikebreakers from entering a 
facility to assume their jobs.

F
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into the strike, workers clashed with police. Frank Murphy, Michigan’s pro-labor gov-
ernor, refused to use National Guard troops against the strikers, and Roosevelt declined 
to send in federal troops.

Women as well as men participated actively in the Flint strike. Twenty-three-
year-old Genora Johnson Dollinger, wife of a striker and mother of two young sons, 
organized 500 women into the Women’s Emergency Brigade, made up primarily of 
strikers’ wives, sisters, and girlfriends. Wearing red berets and armbands, they ran soup 
kitchens and first-aid stations. They also entered the fray when necessary, as when they 
broke plant windows so that the company could not use tear gas effectively against the 
strikers inside.

The sit-down strike at Flint lasted 44 days and forced General Motors to recognize 
the United Auto Workers (UAW), which was a CIO union. The strike scored a clear 
victory for the workers and boosted the CIO’s stature as a national union of industrial 
workers. Membership in the UAW quadrupled in the next year. Bowing to the for-
midable power of the national union in the wake of the UAW success, U.S. Steel con-
ceded to the CIO even without a strike, ending its policy of hiring nonunion workers 

some strikes became violent, as did this one in 1934 when police battled striking teamsters armed with pipes on 
the streets of Minneapolis.

  
Watch the Video Responding to the Great Depression: Whose New Deal?
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and signing an agreement with the Steel Workers’ Organizing Committee. The CIO 
brought together workers from all over the country. Most of its member unions were 
open to racial and ethnic minorities and women.

the New Deal coalition
FDR’s support of labor unions brought workers solidly into the Democratic fold. They 
joined a coalition that included voters who had never before belonged to the same 
party, particularly northern blacks and southern whites. Although African Americans 
in the South were disenfranchised, blacks in the North had voted Republican for 60 
years, loyal to the party of Lincoln. In a dramatic shift, black voters in northern cities 
overwhelmingly backed FDR in 1936 and remained in the Democratic party for the 
rest of the century.

Other racial and ethnic minorities also joined the New Deal coalition. In 1939 
Latinos organized their first national civil rights assembly, El Congreso de Pueblos 
de Habla Española (the Spanish-Speaking People’s Congress), which opened with a 
congratulatory telegram from Eleanor Roosevelt. Immigrants from Europe and their 
children also became loyal Democratic voters.

In spite of this diverse coalition, many Americans remained bitterly opposed to 
FDR. On the left, socialists and communists criticized the New Deal for patching up 
capitalism rather than transforming the economic system. On the right, conservative 
business leaders despised Roosevelt for the constraints he placed on business and the 
intrusion of the government into the economy. Critics from the political right con-
sidered the New Deal akin to communism. In 1938 Congress created the House Un-
American Activities Committee (HUAC), chaired by Martin Dies of Texas. Formed 
ostensibly to investigate American fascists and Nazis in the United States, the com-
mittee instead pursued liberal and leftist groups throughout World War II and the 
Cold War.

this Mexican American family took to the road as did thousands of others, searching for work and a better life. 
some joined other families down on their luck in shanty towns. but nearly half a million were sent back to Mexico. 
High unemployment led to deportations of Mexicans and Mexican Americans whose labor was no longer needed. 
For those who stayed, life was difficult. Most New Deal programs did not reach Mexican American laborers because 
they worked on farms rather than in factories. What does this photograph reveal about the conditions of life facing 
this family?
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A New Americanism
The New Deal coalition reflected not only Roosevelt’s popularity but also a new and 
more inclusive American identity. An expanding mass culture fostered this sensibility, 
spread largely through the national media. It is no accident that Franklin Roosevelt 
found his way into the homes and hearts of Americans through his “fireside chats” over 
the radio; his mastery of that technology made him the first media-savvy president. 
During the 1930s, 70 percent of all households owned a radio—more than the number 
that owned a telephone. The motion-picture industry also expanded into small towns 
across the country. Talking films brought vernacular speech and a variety of accents to 
diverse audiences who gathered in neighborhood theaters.

Movie plots portrayed the triumph of common people over the rich and powerful 
and celebrated love across class and ethnic lines. Although racial stereotypes persisted 
in motion pictures throughout the decade, notable exceptions, such as Will Rogers’s 
films, featured strong minority characters. Popular movies also challenged traditional 
gender and class hierarchies. Female stars, such as Katharine Hepburn, Rosalind Rus-
sell, Bette Davis, and Mae West, portrayed feisty, independent women.

New sports celebrities also embodied the nation’s diversity. Baseball star Joe 
DiMaggio, son of an Italian immigrant fisherman, became a national hero. African-
American boxer Joe Louis, the “Brown Bomber” who was born into a sharecropper 
family in Alabama, became heavyweight champion of the world at age 23. In 1938, when 
Louis fought German boxer Max Schmeling at Yankee Stadium, the fight attracted 
70,000 fans and grossed more than $1 million. When the black fighter knocked out 
Schmeling in the first round, he seemed to strike a blow for America against Hitler’s 
Nazi Germany.

A number of women also became heroes in the 1930s for their daring exploits, 
personal courage, and physical prowess. Athletes like tennis champion Helen Wills 
and Olympic track star and brilliant golfer “Babe” (Mildred) Didrikson (later Zaha-
rias) greatly expanded the popularity of women’s sports. Renowned aviator Amelia 
Earhart, the first woman to fly solo across the Atlantic, devoted her life to advanc-
ing both feminism and commercial aviation. When her plane disappeared during an 
attempted round-the-world flight in 1937, many of her admirers were so convinced 
of her invincibility that they refused to believe she had died. Even today, people still 
speculate about her fate.

conclusion
Before the New Deal, people suffered the fluctuations of the market economy with no 
recourse beyond the assistance of kin, communities, and charities. Older Americans 
who could no longer work had no government-guaranteed pensions and often faced 
poverty in old age. Bank failures could wipe away life savings. Unemployment could 
mean starvation for a worker’s family. In an effort to provide a safety net for citizens in 
these circumstances, the New Deal set in place a welfare state that established the prin-
ciple of government responsibility for the well-being of vulnerable citizens. It provided 
Social Security for the elderly, unemployment compensation for workers who had lost 
their jobs, minimum standards for hours and wages, and economic aid to women and 
children who had no means of support. New Deal legislation also established national 
economic regulations and regulatory agencies as well as the right of workers to union-
ize and engage in collective bargaining. These government protections offered many 
Americans an unprecedented level of economic security.

Most New Deal policies protected factory workers in large companies. The safety 
net did not extend to many of the neediest Americans, including Mexican-American 
migrant workers, African-American and white sharecroppers, seasonal agricultural 
laborers, and domestic workers. FDR was reluctant to press for antilynching legisla-
tion for fear of alienating southern congressmen who still retained enormous power. 
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Although FDR’s conservative opponents accused him of socialist leanings, the New 
Deal actually rescued and shored up capitalism.

The New Deal, with both its limited reach and its extension of government pro-
grams, was the Roosevelt administration’s response to a global economic crisis. With 
the exception of the communist Soviet Union, which had already abandoned capital-
ism, all industrialized nations responded to the Depression by increasing the role of the 
state in the economy. Italy, Germany, and Japan moved to fascism and the nearly total 
state direction of the economy, while Britain and France established welfare states that 
would become more fully developed after World War II. The U.S. system of social wel-
fare was not as extensive and inclusive as those that emerged in some western European 
democracies. But it was part of a larger trend toward government intervention in the 
economy and greater protections for citizens.
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the Great Depression

 22.1 What caused the Great Depression, and how did it affect 
ordinary Americans? p. 22–29

Although the country appeared prosperous in the 1920s, poverty 
was widespread. Many people bought consumer goods on credit 
and ended up with bills they could not pay. By the end of the 1920s, 
wealth was concentrated at the top. Ordinary Americans suffered 
from widespread unemployment and hardship throughout the 1930s. 

Presidential Responses to the Depression

 22.2 How did Presidents Hoover and Roosevelt respond to 
the Great Depression? p. 22–34

President Hoover increased government spending for public works, 
and he tried to balance the budget, raise taxes, and cut spending. 
However, his efforts were insufficient, and his strategy made condi-
tions worse. President Roosevelt established several new programs 
that comprised the “New Deal” in an effort to address the crisis. 

the New Deal

 22.3 What was the New Deal, and how did it develop over 
time? p. 22–38

The New Deal was Roosevelt’s wide-ranging program of government 
investment in jobs, assistance for Americans who were suffering, 
and establishment of the welfare state. His agenda became more 
progressive after 1935 with programs that provided a safety net for 
industrial workers. 

A New Political culture

 22.4 How did the Depression and the New Deal change the 
way Americans of different backgrounds thought of 
themselves and their fellow citizens? p. 22–45

The Depression was a time of widespread hardship, yet common 
suffering of Americans all over the country led to a more inclusive 
national culture. This new sense of American identity cut across lines 
of class and region, and it even began to level hierarchies of ethnicity, 
race, and gender. 
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