Chapter 25:

The Great Depression

The AP instructional strategies discussed below for Chapter 25 of American

History: A Survey focus especially, but not exclusively, on the following themes developed by the AP U.S. History Development Committee: American Identity, Culture, Demographic Changes, Economic Transformations, and Politics and Citizenship. This chapter, as well as the primary documents selected below, follow the content guidelines suggested for the twentieth topic in the AP Topic Outline ( The Great Depression and the New Deal. 
Top-Ten Analytical Journal.  

Defining the chapter terms in their journals will help students better understand:

· The relationship between the stock market crash and the subsequent Great Depression.

· The origins and consequences of the Great Depression.

· The problems of unemployment and the inadequacy of relief.

· The particular problems of farmers in the Dust Bowl.

· The impact of the Depression on minorities, working women, and the American family.

· President Herbert Hoover's policies for fighting the Depression.
Each of the terms below contributes to a comprehensive understanding of the Great Depression.  As your students define these terms, encourage them to demonstrate why each person, event, concept, or issue is important to a thorough understanding of this chapter.

Black Tuesday

Reparations

Breadlines

Global Depression

Dust Bowl

Okies

Shantytowns

Scottsboro Case 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)

Japanese American Citizen League

Dale Carnegie

Soap operas

Orson Wells

Marx Brothers

Frank Capra

Walt Disney

Life Magazine

The Popular Front

American Communist Party

Spanish Civil War

Southern Tenant Farmers Union

John Steinbeck

Herbert Hoover’s presidency

Agricultural Marketing Act of 1929

Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC)

Farmers’ Holiday Association

The Bonus March

Election of 1932

Franklin Delano Roosevelt

Getting students started on their journals.  Remind students that they must analyze and synthesize their understanding of these terms in two ways:

· by creating “Top-Ten” lists of their own within their journals at the end of each chapter; and

· by justifying in their journal why their terms are essential to an understanding of  “The Great Depression.”

Journal entry example.  Following is an example of how students might describe “Soap operas” and their importance to an overall understanding of “The Great Depression.”

Soap operas.  Soap operas were daytime radio shows that became popular with American housewives during the Great Depression.  Called soap operas because soap companies sponsored most of these shows, these serial stories were complicated dramas of romance, intrigue, and betrayal.

Free-Response Questions.  
1.
What impact did the Great Depression have on ordinary Americans?

Some things to look for in the student response.

· Possible thesis statement:  Most Americans felt the effects of the Great Depression largely through the massive unemployment that spread across the nation.  Unemployment created fear among all Americans about their present and future economic security.  It caused stress among most segments of the population—adult men, African Americans, Hispanics, Asian Americans, women, and families.  
· Adult men experienced severe emotional distress from being out of work.  They especially were ashamed of being unemployed, of their inability to meet the needs of their families, and the way in which unemployment challenged their masculinity.
· African Americans suffered disproportionately with more unemployment, homelessness, malnutrition, and disease than most whites. Unemployed whites began competing for jobs traditionally taken by African American workers and many whites demanded that all blacks be dismissed from their jobs so that they could be given to white workers.  

· Hispanic workers, especially those in the Southwest, suffered more severe discrimination and unemployment during the Depression.  Hispanics were excluded from most relief roles, offered fewer benefits than white workers, had no access to American schools, and some were rounded up and transported back to Mexico.  Consequently, both African American and Hispanic rural laborers began to migrate to larger cities for jobs ( where they lived in urban poverty.
· Asian Americans were forced to deal with increased discrimination and economic marginalization that stemmed from longstanding patterns, especially in the agricultural economies of California.
· While economic forces pushed many women into the workforce during the Depression, women failed to become more economically, socially, or professionally independent during the era.  
· Families experienced great hardships, foremost among them malnutrition and homelessness.  People in both rural and urban America lost their homes and took to the road.  Both the young and old began “hoboing” on freight cars.  When they could no longer move, homeless families constructed shantytowns of makeshift shacks fashioned from abandoned crates, wood scraps, and flattened tin cans.  Rural Americans suffered especially.  Farm incomes decreased by as much as 60 percent, one-third of all farmers lost their land, and the drought natural disaster known as the Dust Bowl stimulated a massive migration of farmers to the American West.  The bottom line effect of all these dislocations was the erosion of the strength that held many American families together.
· Possible conclusion:  As Dr. Brinkley concludes, while Americans and the American family suffered greatly during the Great Depression, the “American way of life” was not destroyed.  Indeed, the Depression confirmed many traditional values in American society, as well as reinforced many traditional goals.
2.
What impact did the Great Depression have on American culture?

Some things to look for in the student response.

· Possible thesis statement: The cultural products that most attracted popular audiences during the Great Depression were those that diverted attention away from the trauma of the era ( especially radio, movies, popular literature, and journalism.

· Radio.  Access to radio programming changed many American families and neighborhoods, as they began to center their lives around radio programs they listened to in their homes and communities.  Families gathered together to listen to regular programs; friends gathered on the street, front porches, and backyards to listen to the broadcasts.  Although some political and social programs were aired, the most popular shows provided Depression-era society with dramatic and often humorous stories of adventure and escape.  Also popular were soap operas, sporting events, music concerts, current events, and the Academy Awards.  Since most shows were broadcast in front of live audiences, people flocked to the studios to watch them.

· Movies.  By the mid-1930s, Americans flocked to the theaters to see many entertainment options that provided an escape from the realities of the Depression.  Most Hollywood-produced films avoided controversy during this time and produced musicals, “screwball” comedies, animated cartoons with heroic animal characters, fantasies, and novel adaptations.

· Popular Literature.  While controversy was largely absent from radio and movie productions, the controversial social and political voices of the Depression were often found in the popular literature that emerged from the 1930s.  Some writers explored the hardships of farm families and of the Dust Bowl migrants, exposed the horrors of poverty throughout the nation, criticized the excesses of capitalism, and exposed the many avenues of social injustice.  Two of the most popular novels of the era, however, were romantic sagas set in different historical eras ( Gone with the Wind and Anthony Adverse.
· Journalism.  Most of the leading magazines shunned political topics and instead focused on fashion, arts, movies, and movie stars.  The most popular journal, Life magazine, was famous for its photography of famous people, impressive public projects, majestic landscapes, sporting, and theater events.

· Possible conclusion: While political and social controversy was not absent from radio, film, literature, and journals, it was not what attracted American audiences.  Instead, the most popular cultural attractions from the Depression era were shaped by the public’s desire to escape from the psychological, social, and economic hardships of the 1930s. 
3.
Assess the growth of left-wing groups in the 1930s, as well as their attraction to certain American audiences and their ultimate failure to make radical societal change.

Some things to look for in the student response.

· Possible thesis statement:  During the 1930s, left-wing groups and philosophy enjoyed more respectability and popular support than at any other time in American history.  Nevertheless, they were unable to make any radical changes in American society.

· The groups.  The American Communist Party was the most influential left-wing group during the 1930s.  Long a critic of American capitalism, during the Depression it began to form loose alliances with various “progressive” groups in American society, as well as praise various aspects of the New Deal.  By the mid-1950s, it boasted the highest membership in its history ( 100,000 Americans.  The Party was supported by the Popular Front, an umbrella coalition of “antifascist” groups, of which the Community Party was the most influential.  The Socialist Party of America also enjoyed some membership increases in the early 1930s ( especially in terms of its work with the Southern Tenant Farmers Union, a biracial coalition of sharecroppers and tenant farmers who demanded economic reform.

· Attraction.  The Popular Front attracted intellectuals who sought camaraderie and wanted an escape from the lonely, detached, alienating society of the 1920s.  The Communist Party was attractive to union members and organizers, some of the unemployed who favored organizing, and those few whites (as well as nonwhites) who took a stand for racial justice.

· Failure.  Memories of the Red Scare were not far from the minds of many Americans.  During the Red baiting of the 1920s, many Americans became fearful and suspicious of any radical elements in American society ( especially those with communist and socialist leanings.  At the federal, state, and local governmental levels, various officials tried to stamp out any communist influence.

· Possible conclusion:  While membership in these radical groups increased throughout most of the 1930s, none of them was ever successful in establishing either socialism or communism as a major force in American politics, or in capturing the hearts and minds of the American public.  In the end, the forces of anti-radicalism were stronger than the forces of radicalism.

Historians, Historical Detection, and DBQs

The following DBQ and its supportive primary documents will help students gain a better understanding of the causes and consequences of the Great Depression.  Remind your students that when scoring the AP exams, the readers will expect to see a coherent essay that includes two required components: key pieces of evidence from all or most of the documents and a well-organized narrative drawing on knowledge from textbook readings and classroom discussion. 
DBQ: Based upon what you know about the Great Depression, what were the causes of the economic collapse?  How do these causations compare and contrast with causations described by the American citizens in the documents below?

Documents accessed: Please turn to the camera-ready assignment sheet at the end of this chapter for the DBQ and its supportive documents.
Documents:

1.
Excerpt from Radio Broadcast of Franklin D. Roosevelt, April 7, 1932.  (Source:  New Deal Network at http://newdeal.feri.org/texts/456.htm )

“… This country during the past few years, culminating with the Hawley-Smoot Tariff in 1929, has compelled the world to build tariff fences so high that world trade is decreasing to the vanishing point. The value of goods internationally exchanged is today less than half of what it was three or four years ago. Every man and woman who gives any thought to the subject knows that if our factories run even 80 percent of capacity, they will turn out more products than we as a Nation can possibly use ourselves. The answer is that if they run on 80 percent of capacity, we must sell some goods abroad. How can we do that if the outside Nations cannot pay us in cash? And we know by sad experience that they cannot do that. The only way they can pay us is in their own goods or raw materials, but this foolish tariff of ours makes that impossible.  What we must do is this: revise our tariff on the basis of a reciprocal exchange of goods, allowing other Nations to buy and to pay for our goods by sending us such of their goods as will not seriously throw any of our industries out of balance, and incidentally making impossible in this country the continuance of pure monopolies which cause us to pay excessive prices for many of the necessities of life.”
2.
Excerpt from "No One Has Starved," September 1932.  (Online Learning Center, Chapter 25, “Primary Sources.” "No One Has Starved," Fortune, September 1932.) 
“There can be no serious question of the failure of those methods. For the methods were never seriously capable of success. They were diffuse, unrelated, and unplanned. The theory was that private charitable organizations and semi-public welfare groups, established to care for the old and the sick and the indigent, were capable of caring for the casuals of a worldwide economic disaster. And the theory in application meant that social agencies manned for the service of a few hundred families, and city shelters set up to house and feed a handful of homeless men, were compelled by the brutal necessities of hunger to care for hundreds of thousands of families and whole armies of the displaced and the jobless. And to depend for their resources upon the contributions of communities no longer able to contribute, and upon the irresolution and vacillation of state legislatures and municipal assemblies long since in the red on their annual budgets. The result was the picture now presented in city after city and state after state ( heterogeneous groups of official and semiofficial and unofficial relief agencies struggling under the earnest and untrained leadership of the local men of affairs against an inertia of misery and suffering and want they are powerless to overcome. . . . Ahead, whether the depression "ends" this fall or not, is the problem of caring for some 25 million souls through what may prove to be one of the most difficult winters of the republic's history. Behind are three years of muddled purpose, insufficient funds, and unscientific direction. Across the threshold lies a new federal policy and a formal acceptance of the issue.”

3.
Excerpt from the Inaugural Address of Franklin D. Roosevelt, March 4, 1933.  (New Deal Network at http://newdeal.feri.org/texts/62.htm )

“… our distress comes from no failure of substance… Plenty is at our doorstep, but a generous use of it languishes in the very sight of the supply. Primarily this is because rulers of the exchange of mankind's goods have failed through their own stubbornness and their own incompetence, have admitted their failure, and have abdicated. Practices of the unscrupulous money changers stand indicted in the court of public opinion, rejected by the hearts and minds of men.

True they have tried, but their efforts have been cast in the pattern of an outworn tradition. Faced by failure of credit they have proposed only the lending of more money. Stripped of the lure of profit by which to induce our people to follow their false leadership, they have resorted to exhortations, pleading tearfully for restored confidence. They know only the rules of a generation of self-seekers….The money changers have fled from their high seats in the temple of our civilization. We may now restore that temple to the ancient truths. The measure of the restoration lies in the extent to which we apply social values more noble than mere monetary profit. . .

Recognition of the falsity of material wealth as the standard of success goes hand in hand with the abandonment of the false belief that public office and high political position are to be valued only by the standards of pride of place and personal profit; and there must be an end to a conduct in banking and in business which too often has given to a sacred trust the likeness of callous and selfish wrongdoing.”
4.
Excerpt from Federal Writer’s Project Interview with Frederick Savage, 1938.  (Source:  Library of Congress Website at http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/features/timeline/depwwii/unions/blame.html )

"I can tell you the cause of this Depression. Don't know why everyone says, 'My, Goodness! How did this depression happen.' Easy to see how it came. Don't know why it didn't come sooner. In the first place I don't think that people today know the meaning of the word economy . At any rate, there's only a very few in the world who know how to practice it. The depression really began along in the early [nineteen] hundreds when these damned unions began to form. Most of the men employed in large manufacturing plants, including the railroads, joined in with some union so they could compel the companies they worked for to pay them higher wages. Right there, the good feeling was destroyed between the men that did the hiring and the men that worked for them. They commenced to have strikes, stand up strikes and sit down strikes. That wasn't good either for labor or for the owners of the mills, who had millions invested in their buildings and railroads. Both the laboring man and the financier spent their time figuring how they could beat each other instead of having good feeling. The owners began to pay out their money for all kinds of new machinery to do away with having so many men working. Then, you see, there were more men to work than there was work for them to do…

I've travelled a lot in this country and I can tell you the majority of people are living beyond their income. They don't think they're living unless they have every damned thing hitched to them either by cash payment or the installment plan. When I was young, back in the sixties, there was no such thing as a 'standard of living.' Each man set his own standard of what he could afford in running his household or business. Course there were business failures once in a while but you didn't often hear of the average working man making a failure of life… Work, work, work and hard work from sun-rise to sun-set, mixed with common sense, supports the people and the Government. And if they don't follow that rule, they're going soft and they'll decay. It ain't that human nature's changed much…  They don't want to work so hard and they want more for what they do."

5.
Excerpt from Work Project Administration Interview with Charles Fusco, 1938.  (Source:  Library of Congress Website at http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/features/timeline/depwwii/newdeal/goodman.html )
“. . . You know there shouldn't be a depression in this country. You know we have everything ( even the most money but all you hear today is the same old baloney ( the Democrats are in power and the Republicans won't let loose with the money. Well I say that the money men started this thing and I believe the government should make laws to force these capitalists to bring back prosperity. They can do it if they wanted to. But all you hear nowadays is lets balance the budget. I don't believe this budget has been balanced since the indians were here so why the hell do it now. I don't mean that we should go overboard on everything and start spending money left and right because I am against chislers and flukey jobs but lets get down to business and start manufacturing things and sell them to everybody who got the cash ( and to those who haven't the cash give them enough credit and a job so that they can pay. 

Possible evidence: 

· While historians do not universally agree on the causes of the Great Depression, they generally recognize at least five major causes:  little diversity in the American economy, unequal distribution of wealth and purchasing power, shaky credit structure, declining international exports, and an unstable international debt structure.

· Little diversity in the American economy during the 1920s.  The economy was too narrowly tied to the automotive and construction industries, each of which began to decline in the late 1920s.

· Unequal distribution of wealth and purchasing power.  While the industrial economy was producing more and more goods, demand in some sectors of American life was decreasing ( especially among farmers, industrial laborers, and other poorer consumers.  By 1929, more than half of American families could not afford to buy the goods being produced by the industrial economy.

· Shaky credit structure.  Farmers were deeply in debt, small banks experienced closures as their customers defaulted on loans, and large banks invested recklessly in the stock market.

· Declining international exports.  By the late 1920s, European demand for American goods began to decline for several reasons: European agriculture and industry were becoming more productive, some European nations were experiencing financial difficulties that prohibited them from buying overseas goods, and the European economy was experiencing destabilization by the international debt structure that emerged after World War I.

· Unstable international debt structure.  After World War I, America’s European allies owed huge sums to the U.S. that could not be repaid out of their shattered economies.  Further, Austria and Germany were unable to repay their war reparations to the French and English.  The federal government refused to forgive or reduce the debts.  Instead, American banks made large loans to European governments so they could pay off their initial loans.  In addition to the accumulation of new and larger debts and reparations, the U.S. passed high protective tariffs that made it difficult for Europeans to sell their goods in American markets.  The European nations began defaulting on their loans and the international credit structure collapsed ( thus bringing the Depression to Europe.

· Causes described by the people who lived during the Depression.

· In his presidential campaign speech, FDR places responsibility for the Depression on high “tariff fences.”   He describes an economy in which the U.S. produces more than it can consume, yet sets up trade barriers that European nations cannot financially penetrate.  Further, he claims that the nation’s “pure monopolies” cause Americans “to pay excessive prices for many of the necessities of life.” In his inaugural address, President Roosevelt blames “unscrupulous money lenders” for the Depression ( moneylenders who have failed America in their constant quest for profit.

· The Fortune magazine excerpt focuses on the so-called “trickle down” theory as the culprit behind the Depression.  It laments traditional governmental policy that held in the case of a worldwide economic disaster, the old, sick, and indigent would be cared for by “private charitable organizations and semi-public welfare groups.”  The article demonstrates the folly of such thinking and how private and public agencies have been unable to deal with the tragic dimensions of unemployment and homelessness.  It demands that Americans put behind them “three years of muddled purpose, insufficient funds, and unscientific direction,” and instead look ahead to a “new federal policy” that will deal with the realities of the Great Depression.

· Mr. Savage describes two causes of the Depression.  First, he believes that union leaders and members forced companies to pay them higher wages, which, in turn, destroyed any good feelings “between the men that did the hiring and the men that worked for them.”  Instead of working together for a stronger economy, the factory owners and laborers fought each other. Second, he believes that Americans no longer knew how to live within their means.  The availability of easy credit, the desire not to work too hard, and the wish to own more consumer goods made Americans “soft.”

· Mr. Fusco blames the “capitalists” who, he believes, could bring back prosperity if they wanted to or if the government forced them to do so.  He favors government intervention so that the nation can “start manufacturing things and sell them to everybody who got the cash…” If they can’t pay for these products, then the government should give them “enough credit and a job so they can pay.”

· The causes described by Roosevelt and in the Fortune article are comparable to the causes generally agreed upon by historians.  These documents emphasize the many economic problems facing the nation in the 1920s that were ignored by two presidents and the wealthiest of Americans.  The two average citizens, Mr. Savage and Mr. Fusco, also look to problems with credit and, in Mr. Fusco’s case, with “capitalists” who have unbridled control over the economy.  Mr. Savage, however, points less to tangible problems with the economy and more to societal failures.  He is critical of union efforts that he believes have destroyed the good faith between managers and workers and consequently, forced business owners to divert their attention from production to labor problems.  Further, he blames the American people, many of whom are becoming “soft” as they don’t want to work too hard yet still want to have the money to purchase all the goods they desire.
Creative Extensions.  
1.
Before reading Chapter 25, show your students several of Walt Disney’s cartoons created during the 1930s.  Then initiate a discussion by asking the following:  What are the common themes found in all the cartoons?  Why was Mickey Mouse a hero?  Why did America need a hero during these years?  What heroic qualities do the cartoons celebrate?  What are the characteristics of the enemies?  How do these cartoons compare and contrast with the cartoons today?  How are the heroes similar and dissimilar?

2.
After reading Chapter 25, have students watch two different views of problems faced by families during the Great Depression as portrayed in two PBS American Experience productions, Riding the Rails and Surviving the Dustbowl.  Riding the Rails provides a great understanding of youthful “hoboing” and the riding the rails phenomenon.  Background information, film transcripts, and supporting documents are available at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/rails/.  Similar information for Surviving the Dustbowl is available at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/dustbowl/index.html.  After watching the documentaries, ask the following questions:  Why were teenagers so attracted to hoboing?  How did riding the rails change their lives? How does homelessness among the youth of the Great Depression compare and contrast with homelessness among early 21st century youth? How did the economic challenges discussed in both movies compare and contrast?  To what extent did New Deal policies help the youth and families in crisis? To what extent were they successful? In what ways did they fail?

3.
Stage a classroom debate on any one of the following:

Resolved: 
It should be illegal for people to strike during times of national emergency.
Resolved:
The welfare system undermines the moral foundation of American society.

Resolved:
The New Deal dramatically changed the way the federal government handled domestic crises.

Resolved:
It is the responsibility of the federal government to intervene in the lives of Americans during economic downturns.

Resolved:  
While the Depression was a traumatic experience for most Americans, it actually changed very little in American society.
4.
Have your students learn more about the Bonus March of 1932.  To add to the brief account in their textbook, require them to use a search engine of their choice to find at least three different first-hand accounts and perspectives from the Bonus Marchers, the military personnel, and/or government officials.  Then, have them write a letter to the editor of the Washington Post describing the ordeal of the Bonus March from the perspective of one of the people they researched.
5.
Have students write two letters from one of the following: 
· Herbert Hoover to the American people explaining why he continued to support a stable system of cooperative individualism after the Great Depression began, and the response of a working class American to his explanation.

· The Chief Justice of the Supreme Court on the Scottsboro Case to the American people explaining the Court’s decision, and the response of a white southerner to the decision.

· John Steinbeck to his intended audience for The Grapes of Wrath, and the response of a California citizen after reading the book in 1939.

· Orson Wells to the American people explaining why he broadcast “The War of the Worlds,” and the response of an American citizen who listened to the broadcast and initially believed it.

· A member of the American Communist Party to the American people explaining why he joined in 1934, and the response of a typical American to his explanation. 

6.
Ask students to write a persuasive speech from the perspective of a union organizer during the 1930s.  Their job is to persuade their class members ( fellow laborers who have been hard hit by the Depression ( to join a union.  Pick several of the best to be performed for the class.  Then, stimulate a class discussion on the following:  Which were most persuasive and why?  Had you been a laborer during the Depression, would you have joined a union?  Why or why not?  What is the role of unions in American society today?  Would you join a union today?  Why or why not? 

7.
For homework, have students write down five good questions about the Great Depression that they had after reading Chapter 25.   Then, initiate a class discussion during which students share their questions.  Agree upon five questions that the class believes will substantially add to their understanding of the era.  Then, ask students to discuss these five questions with a friend or family member over the age of seventy.  When the interviews are completed, have students come to class and share what they learned.

8. Divide the class into seven groups, each of which will study one of the following:  the Marx Brothers’ films, Frank Capra’s films, Charlie Chaplin’s films, Edward G. Robinson’s films, the Lone Ranger radio series, the Superman radio series, and the Amos ‘n’ Andy radio series.  Each group is to watch or listen to at least three movies or radio broadcasts.  When doing so, they are to identify the following:  the portrayal of life during the Great Depression; the role escapism played in the lives of the main characters; the portrayal of the popular state of mind; and the type of audience they think would be attracted to the films/broadcasts.  Then, have each group come to class with a five-minute clip from the movie or broadcast that they feel best sums up their findings.  Finish with a class discussion comparing and contrasting how the films and broadcasts portrayed life during the Great Depression.  

9. Take your students to the library and have them examine back copies of Life Magazine that were written during the Great Depression.  Ask each student to pick a favorite article and photograph that they felt effectively illustrated some aspect of American life during the 1930s.  When they bring their articles and photos to class, divide them into small groups of five students each and have them share what they found and explain the impact of their findings on their understanding of the Great Depression.  

10. Invite students to watch any of the following three movies at home either with their family or with a group of friends from class: The Grapes of Wrath, Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, The Public Enemy.
· What does this production tell you about the Great Depression?

· Do you think this film was a realistic portrayal of the historical event? Why or why not? Be specific. 

· In your opinion, is this movie of any real use to understanding this period in American history?  Be specific about how and why ( or why not.
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