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22Depression, Dissent, 
and the New Deal
1929–1940

WINDOW TO THE PAST

A Sharecropper’s Family in Washington County, Arkansas, 1935

Photographers captured ordinary Americans as they tried to survive the hardships  
of the Great Depression. Through stark black-and-white photos they gave 
representation to those “forgotten 
Americans” who were, as Franklin 
Roosevelt put it, “ill-housed, ill-clad,  
ill-nourished.”   To discover more 
about what this primary source can 
show us, see Document 22.7 on  
page 750. 
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter you should be able to:

 � Describe the Hoover administration’s response to 
the Great Depression and its impact on the rural 
poor, working people, and minorities.

 � Identify the major New Deal programs and assess 
their positive and negative effects on the groups 
they were designed to help.

 � Explain how the New Deal expanded its scope after 
1935 and why it came to an end in 1938.

polio. Although he recovered, he would never walk 
again or stand without the aid of braces. This physical 
hardship allowed Eleanor to gain increased political 
influence with Franklin. After her husband won the 
presidency in 1932, Eleanor did not function as a 
typical First Lady. She played a very public role 
promoting her husband’s agenda, and she also took 
advantage of her own extensive contacts in labor 
unions, civil rights organizations, and women’s groups 
to advance a variety of causes. In many ways more 
liberal than her husband, Eleanor was a fierce advocate 
for the rights of women, minorities, workers, and the 
poor. Behind the scenes, she pushed her husband to 
move further to the political left.

Eleanor Roosevelt’s proximity to power provided 
her with a unique position from which to confront the 
problems of her day. In contrast, Luisa Moreno 
provides a striking example of an activist whose 
American story bears little resemblance to that of 
Roosevelt. A native of Guatemala, Moreno moved to 
Mexico and then New York City. In the midst of the 
Great Depression, she worked as a seamstress in a 
sweatshop to support her young child and unem-
ployed husband. Like tens of thousands of people 
disillusioned with capitalism, in 1930 she joined the 
Communist Party but quit several years later.

In 1935 Moreno went to Florida to organize cigar 
workers for the American Federation of Labor (AFL). 
Despite numerous successes, she grew tired of the 
AFL’s refusal to recruit unskilled workers and jumped 
to the United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing, and 
Allied Workers of America (UCAPAWA), an affiliate 
of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). 

Moreno also promoted the advancement of 
Latinos throughout the United States. In 1939 she 
helped create El Congreso de Pueblos de Habla 
Española (The Congress of Spanish-Speaking People). 
Besides championing equal access to jobs, education, 
housing, and health care, the organization pressed to 
end the segregation of Latinos in schools and public 
accommodations. Moreno was not nearly as well 
known as Eleanor Roosevelt, but she worked just as 
hard to fight poverty, exploitation, and racial bigotry 
on behalf of people whom President Franklin Roos-
evelt called “the forgotten Americans.” 

AMERICAN HISTORIES

In 1901, at the age of fifteen, Anna Eleanor Roosevelt 
saw her uncle Theodore succeed William McKinley as 
president. Like other girls of her generation, Eleanor 
was expected to marry and become a “charming wife.” 
Eleanor appeared well on her way toward doing so 
when she married her distant cousin Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt in 1905. Over a ten-year period, Eleanor 
gave birth to six children, further reinforcing her 
status as a traditional woman of her class.

Two events, however, altered the expected course 
of her life. First, thirteen years into her marriage 
Eleanor discovered that her husband was having an 
affair with her social secretary, Lucy Mercer. She did 
not divorce him but made it clear that she would stay 
with him primarily as a mother to their children and a 
political partner. Second, in 1921 Franklin contracted 
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( left ) Eleanor Roosevelt.  Library of Congress, 3c08091

( right ) Luisa Moreno.  Courtesy of Vicki L. Ruiz
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	 he American histories of Eleanor Roosevelt and Luisa Moreno are very different; 
 	 both of their lives were shaped in fundamental ways by the same global catastro- 
	 phe, the Great Depression. Even before the Great Depression, most Americans 
lived at or near the poverty level, surviving month to month. By 1933, millions of Ameri-
cans had lost even this tenuous hold on economic security, as unemployment reached a 
record 25 percent. The Republican administration of President Herbert Hoover depended 
on private charity and voluntary efforts to meet the needs of downtrodden Americans 
afflicted by the Depression, but these efforts fell short of the vast need that grew during the 
Depression and left many frustrated. Proclaiming the establishment of a New Deal for 
America, Franklin Roosevelt expanded the power of the federal government by initiating 
relief, recovery, and reform measures, all the while drawing critics on the political left and 
right. In seeking to break from the past, Roosevelt occasionally overextended his reach, as 
he did in challenging the Supreme Court. Despite its successes, the New Deal did not end 
the depression and left minorities and the rural and urban poor still suffering.

T

Herbert Hoover had the unenviable task of assuming the presidency in 1929 
as the economy crumbled. Given his long history of public service, he seemed 
the right man for the job. Hoover, however, was unwilling to make a funda-
mental break with conventional economic approaches and proved unable to 
effectively communicate his genuine concern for the plight of the poor. 

Despite his sincere efforts, the depression deepened. As this happened, many Americans, 
made desperate by their economic plight and angered by the inadequate response of their 
government, took to the streets in protest.

Hoover Faces the Depression.  National prosperity was at its peak when the 
Republican Hoover entered the White House in March 1929. Hoover brought to the presi-
dency a blend of traditional and progressive ideas. He believed that government and busi-
ness should form voluntary partnerships to work toward common goals. Rejecting the 
principle of absolute laissez-faire, he nonetheless argued that the government should 
extend its influence lightly over the economy—to encourage and persuade sensible behav-
ior, but not to impose itself on the private sector.

The Great Depression sorely tested Hoover’s beliefs. Having placed his faith in co
operation rather than coercion, the president relied on voluntarism to get the nation 
through hard economic times. Hoover hoped that management and labor, through gentle 
persuasion, would hold steady on prices and wages. In the meantime, for those in dire 
need, the president turned to local communities and private charities. Hoover expected 
municipal and state governments to shoulder the burden of providing relief to the needy, 
just as they had during previous economic downturns.

Hoover’s remedies failed to rally the country back to good economic health. Initially, 
businesspeople responded positively to the president’s request to maintain the status quo, 
but when the economy did not bounce back, they lost confidence and defected. Nor did 
local governments and private agencies have the funds to provide relief to all those who 
needed it. With tax revenues in decline, some 1,300 municipalities across the country had 
gone bankrupt by 1933. Benevolent societies and religious groups could handle short-term 
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misfortunes, but they could not cope with the ongoing disaster of mass unemployment 
(Figure 22.1).

As confidence in recovery fell and the economy sank deeper into depression, Presi-
dent Hoover shifted direction. He persuaded Congress to lower income tax rates and to 
allocate an unprecedented $423 million for federal public works projects. In 1929 the pres-
ident signed into law the Agricultural Marketing Act, a measure aimed at raising prices for 
long-suffering farmers.

Hoover’s recovery efforts fell short, however. He retreated from initiating greater 
spending because he feared government deficits more than unemployment. With federal 
accounting sheets showing a rising deficit, Hoover reversed course in 1932 and joined 
with Congress in sharply raising income, estate, and corporate taxes on the wealthy. This 
effectively slowed down investment and new production, throwing millions more Ameri-
can workers out of jobs. The Hawley-Smoot Act passed by Congress in 1930 made matters 
worse. In an effort to replenish revenues and protect American farmers and companies 
from foreign competition, the act increased tariffs on agricultural and industrial imports. 
However, other countries retaliated by lifting their import duties, which hurt American 
companies because it diminished demand for American exports.

In an exception to his aversion to spending, Hoover lobbied Congress to create the 
Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) to supply loans to troubled banks, railroads, 
and insurance companies. By injecting federal dollars into these critical enterprises, the 
president and lawmakers expected to produce dividends that would trickle down from the 
top of the economic structure to the bottom. In 1932 Congress gave the RFC a budget of 

FIGURE 22.1  Unemployment, 
1920–1945

Business prosperity and immigration 
restriction ensured low unemployment 
during most of the 1920s. When  
unemployment rose dramatically in the 
late 1920s, President Hoover failed to 
handle the crisis. During the 1930s, 
President Roosevelt’s New Deal  
initiatives did lower unemployment to 
some extent. Still, only mobilizing the 
nation for war in 1941 created a  
significant increase in jobs.
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$1.5 billion to employ people in public works projects, a significant allocation for those 
individuals hardest hit by the depression.

This notable departure from Republican economic philosophy failed to reach its goal. 
The RFC spent its budget too cautiously, and its funds reached primarily those institutions 
that could best afford to repay the loans, ignoring the companies in the greatest difficulty. 
Wealth never trickled down. Although Hoover was not indifferent to the plight of others, 
he was incapable of breaking away from his ideological preconceptions. He refused to sup-
port expenditures for direct relief (what today we call welfare) and hesitated to extend 
assistance for work relief because he believed that it would ruin individual initiative and 
character.

Hoover and the United States did not face the Great Depression alone; it was a world-
wide calamity. By 1933 Germany, France, and Great Britain were all facing mass unem-
ployment. In this climate of extreme social and economic unrest, authoritarian dictators 
came to power in a number of European countries, including Germany, Italy, Spain, and 
Portugal. Each claimed that his country’s social and economic problems could be solved 
only by placing power in the hands of a single, all-powerful leader.

Hoovervilles and Dust Storms.  The depression hit all areas of the United States 
hard. In large cities, families crowded into apartments with no gas or electricity and little 
food to put on the table. In Los Angeles, people cooked their meals over wood fires in 
backyards. In many cities, the homeless constructed makeshift housing consisting of car-
tons, old newspapers, and cloth—what journalists derisively dubbed Hoovervilles. Thou-
sands of hungry citizens wound up living under bridges in Portland, Oregon; in wrecked 
autos in city dumps in Brooklyn, New York, and Stockton, California; and in abandoned 
coal furnaces in Pittsburgh. 

Soup Kitchen, 1931  At the 
height of the Great Depression, these 
unemployed men stand in a long line 
outside a Chicago soup kitchen wait-
ing for a meal. Without major govern-
ment relief efforts for the unemployed 
during the Hoover administration, 
such men depended mainly on the 
efforts of charity. In this instance, the 
notorious gangster Al Capone set up 
this establishment before going to 
federal prison for tax evasion in 
1932.  National Archives photo no. 
306-NT-165319c
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Rural workers fared no better. Landlords in West Virginia and Kentucky evicted coal 
miners and their families from their homes in the dead of winter, forcing them to live in 
tents. Farmers in the Great Plains, who were already experiencing foreclosures, were little 
prepared for the even greater natural disaster that laid waste to their farms. In the early 
1930s, dust storms swept through western Kansas, eastern Colorado, western Oklahoma, the 
Texas Panhandle, and eastern New Mexico, in an area that came to be known as the Dust 
Bowl, destroying crops and plant and animal life. The storms resulted from both climatologi-
cal and human causes. A series of droughts had destroyed crops and turned the earth into 
sand, which gusts of wind deposited on everything that lay in their path. Though they did 
not realize it at the time, plains farmers, by focusing on growing wheat for income, had 
neglected planting trees and grasses that would have kept the earth from eroding and turn-
ing into dust. See Document Project 22: The Depression in Rural America, page 748.

As the storms continued through the 1930s, most residents—approximately 75  
percent—remained on the plains. Millions, however, headed for California looking for 
relief from the plague of swirling dirt and hoping to find jobs in the state’s fruit and vegeta-
ble fields. Although they came from several states besides Oklahoma, these migrants came 
to be known as “Okies,” a derogatory term used by those who resented and looked down 
on the poverty-stricken newcomers to their communities. John Steinbeck’s novel The 
Grapes of Wrath (1939) portrayed the plight of the fictional Joad family as storms and a 
bank foreclosure destroyed their Oklahoma farm and sent them on the road to California. 

Challenges for Minorities.  Given the demographics of the workforce, the over-
whelming majority of Americans who lost their jobs were white men; yet racial and ethnic 
minorities, including African Americans, Latinos, and Asian Americans, suffered dispro-
portionate hardship. Racial discrimination had kept these groups from achieving eco-
nomic and political equality, and the Great Depression added to their woes.

Traditionally the last hired and the first fired, blacks occupied the lowest rungs on the 
industrial and agricultural ladders. “The depression brought everybody down a peg or 
two,” the African American poet Langston Hughes wryly commented. “And the Negroes 
had but few pegs to fall.” Despite the great migration to the North during and after World 
War I, three-quarters of the black population still lived in the South. Mainly sharecroppers 
and tenant farmers, black southerners were mired in debt that they could not repay as crop 
prices plunged to record lows during the 1920s. As white landowners struggled to save 
their farms by introducing machinery to cut labor costs, they forced black sharecroppers 
off the land and into even greater poverty. Nor was the situation better for black workers 
employed at the lowest-paying jobs as janitors, menial laborers, maids, and laundresses. 
On average, African Americans earned $200 a year, less than one-quarter of the average 
wage of white factory workers.

The economic misfortune that African Americans experienced was compounded by 
the fact that they lived in a society rigidly constructed to preserve white supremacy. The 
25 percent of blacks living in the North faced racial discrimination in employment, hous-
ing, and the criminal justice system, but at least they could express their opinions and 
desires by voting. By contrast, black southerners remained segregated and disfranchised 
by law. The depression also exacerbated racial tensions, as whites and blacks competed for 
the shrinking number of jobs. Lynching, which had declined during the 1920s, surged 
upward—in 1933 twenty-four blacks lost their lives to this form of terrorism.
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Events in Scottsboro, Alabama, reflected the special misery African Americans faced 
during the Great Depression. Trouble erupted in 1931 when two young, unemployed white 
women, Ruby Bates and Victoria Price, snuck onto a freight train heading to Huntsville, 
Alabama. Before the train reached the Scottsboro depot, a fight broke out between black 
and white men on top of the freight car occupied by the two women. After the train pulled 
in to Scottsboro, the local sheriff arrested nine black youths between the ages of twelve and 
nineteen. Charges of assault quickly escalated into rape, when the women told authorities 
that the black men in custody had molested them on board the train. 

The defendants’ court-appointed attorney was less than competent and had little time to 
prepare his clients’ cases. It probably made no difference, as the all-white male jury swiftly con-
victed the accused and awarded the harshest of sentences; only the youngest defendant was not 
given the death penalty. The Supreme Court spared the lives of the Scottsboro Nine by over-
turning their guilty verdicts in 1932 on the grounds that the defendants did not have adequate 
legal representation and again in 1935 because blacks had been systematically excluded from  
the jury pool. Although Ruby Bates had recanted her testimony and there was no physical evi-

dence of rape, retrials in 1936 and 1937 produced the same guilty verdicts, but this 
time the defendants did not receive the death penalty—a minor victory consider-
ing the charges. State prosecutors dismissed charges against four of the accused, all 
of whom had already spent six years in jail. Despite international protests against 
this racist injustice, the last of the remaining five did not leave jail until 1950.

Scottsboro Nine, 1933  Two years after their  
original conviction, the Scottsboro defendants  
discuss their new trial with their attorney Samuel 
Leibowitz in 1933 while still in prison. Flanked  
by two guards, they are from the left, Olen 
Montgomery, Clarence Norris, Willie Roberson, 
Andrew Wright, Ozie Powell, Eugene Williams, 
Charlie Weems, and Roy Wright. Haywood 
Patterson is seated next to Leibowitz. Known as  
the “Scottsboro Boys,” at the time of their arrest, 
they ranged in age from twelve to nineteen. NYC

Explore 

See Document 22.1 for a 
letter from the Scottsboro 
prisoners.
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Racism also worsened the impact of the Great Depression on Spanish-speaking 
Americans. Mexicans and Mexican Americans made up the largest segment of the Latino 
population living in the United States. Concentrated in the Southwest and California, they 
worked in a variety of low-wage factory jobs and as migrant laborers in fruit and vegetable 
fields. The depression reduced the Mexican-born population living in the United States in 

Plea from the Scottsboro Prisoners, 1932
In 1931, nine black youths were arrested in Scottsboro, Alabama, and charged with raping two white women. 
They were quickly convicted, and eight were sentenced to death. (One of the nine, Roy Wright, was twelve 
years old, and the prosecution did not seek the death penalty.) In this letter to the editor of the Negro Worker,  
a Communist magazine, the Scottsboro Nine plead their innocence and ask for help. A year had passed since 
their arrest and trial, which would account for their ages in the following statement recorded as between 
thirteen to twenty. Only those sentenced to death signed the letter. 

Why do you think they  
mention their ages?

What tactics did Alabama 
officials use on the  
prisoners? What was their 
purpose?

Why do the Scottsboro pris-
oners repeatedly emphasize 
that they were workers?

Put It in Context

Why was it unlikely that black men in Alabama could receive a fair trial on 
the charge of raping a white woman?

We have been sentenced to die for something we ain’t never done. Us 
poor boys have been sentenced to burn up on the electric chair for the 
reason that we is workers—and the color of our skin is black. We like 
any one of you workers is none of us older than 20. Two of us is 14 and 
one is 13 years old. 

What we guilty of? Nothing but being out of a job. Nothing but 
looking for work. Our kinfolk was starving for food. We wanted to help 
them out. So we hopped a freight—just like any one of you workers 
might a done—to go down to Mobile to hunt work. We was taken off the 
train by a mob and framed up on rape charges.

At the trial they gave us in Scottsboro we could hear the crowd 
yelling, “Lynch the Niggers.” We could see them toting those big 
shotguns. Call ’at a fair trial? And while we lay here in jail, the boss-man 
make us watch ’em burning up other Negroes on the electric chair. “This 
is what you’ll get,” they say to us.

Working class boys, we asks you to save us from being burnt on the 
electric chair. We’s only poor working class boys whose skin is black. . . . 
Help us boys. We ain’t done nothing wrong.

[Signed] Andy Wright, Olen Montgomery, Ozie Powell, Charlie Weems, 
Clarence Norris, Haywood Patterson, Eugene Williams, Willie Robertson

Source: “Scottsboro Boys Appeal from Death Cells to the ‘Toilers of the World,’” The Negro Worker 2, no. 5 
(May 1932): 8–9. 

Document 22.1

GUIDED ANALYSIS

22_HEW_9462_CH22_717-752.indd   724 12/01/16   12:52 PM



Copyright © Bedford/St. Martin’s. Distributed Bedford/St. Martin’s. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.

The Great Depression 725
1929–1940

two ways. The federal government, in cooperation with state and local governments and 
private businesses, deported around one million Mexicans, a majority of whom were 
American citizens. Los Angeles officials organized more than a dozen deportation trains 
transporting thousands of Mexicans to the border. Many others returned to Mexico volun-
tarily when demand for labor in the United States dried up. By 1933 the number of repa-
triations had begun to decline. Fewer migrants came over the border after the depression 
began in 1929, thereby posing less of an economic threat. In addition the Roosevelt admin-
istration adopted more humane policies, attempting not to break up families.

Those who remained endured growing hardships. Relief agencies refused to provide 
them with the same benefits as whites. Like African Americans, they encountered dis-
crimination in public schools, in public accommodations, and at the ballot box. Condi-
tions remained harshest for migrant workers toiling long hours for little pay and living in 
overcrowded and poorly constructed housing. In both fields and factories employers had 
little incentive to improve the situation because there were plenty of white migrant work-
ers to fill their positions. 

The transient nature of agricultural work and the vulnerability of Mexican laborers 
made it difficult for workers to organize, but Mexican American laborers engaged in doz-
ens of strikes in California and Texas in the early 1930s. Most ended in defeat, but a few, 
such as a strike of pecan shellers in San Antonio, Texas, led by Luisa Moreno, won better 
working conditions and higher wages. Despite these hard-fought victories, the condition 
of Latinos remained precarious.

On the West Coast, Asian Americans also remained economically and politically 
marginalized. Japanese immigrants eked out livings as small farmers, grocers, and garden-
ers, despite California laws preventing them from owning land. Many of their college- 
educated U.S.-born children found few professional opportunities available to them, and 
they often returned to work in family businesses. The depression magnified the problem. 

Mexican Migrant Worker, 1937   
This photograph by Dorothea Lange shows  
a Mexican field worker on the edge of  
a frozen pea field in the Imperial Valley, 
California. Leaning on an automobile, he is 
holding a baby alongside of a dilapidated 
shack. Demand for Mexican labor declined 
during the Great Depression as displaced 
farmers from the Dust Bowl moved west  
to take jobs formerly held by Mexicans. 
Government deportations further decreased 
the number of undocumented Mexican 
laborers in the United States.  Library of 
Congress, 8b38632
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Like other racial and ethnic minorities, the Japanese found it harder to find even the 
lowest-wage jobs now that unemployed whites were willing to take them. As a result, about 
one-fifth of Japanese immigrants returned to Japan during the 1930s.

The Chinese suffered a similar fate. Although some 45 percent of Chinese Americans 
had been born in the United States and were citizens, people of Chinese ancestry remained 
isolated in ethnic communities along the West Coast. Discriminated against in schools 
and most occupations, many operated restaurants and laundries. During the depression, 
those Chinese who did not obtain assistance through governmental relief turned instead 
to their own community organizations and to extended families to help them through the 
hard times.

Filipino immigrants had arrived on the West Coast after the Philippines became a ter-
ritory of the United States in 1901. Working as low-wage agricultural laborers, they were 
subject to the same kind of racial animosity as other dark-skinned minorities. Filipino 
farmworkers organized agricultural labor unions and conducted numerous strikes in  
California, but like their Mexican counterparts they were brutally repressed. In 1934 anti-
Filipino hostility reached its height when Congress passed the Tydings-McDuffie Act. The 
measure accomplished two aims at once: The act granted independence to the Philippines, 
and it restricted Filipino immigration into the United States.

Families under Strain.  With millions of men unemployed, women faced increased 
family responsibilities. Stay-at-home wives had to care for their children and provide emo-
tional support for out-of-work husbands who had lost their role as the family breadwin-
ner. Despite the loss of income, homemakers continued their daily routines of shopping, 
cooking, cleaning, and child rearing.

Disproportionate male unemployment led to an increase in the importance of wom-
en’s income. The depression hit male-dominated industries like steel mills and automakers 
the hardest. As a result, men were more likely to lose their jobs than women. Although 
more women held on to their jobs, their often meager wages had to go further because 
many now had to support unemployed fathers and husbands. During the 1930s, federal 
and local governments sought to increase male employment by passing laws to keep mar-
ried women from holding civil service and teaching positions. Nonetheless, more and 
more married women entered the workplace, and by 1940 the proportion of women in the 
job force had grown by about 25 percent.

As had been the case in previous decades, a higher proportion of African American 
women than white women worked outside the home in the 1930s. By 1940 about 40 per-
cent of African American women held jobs, compared to about 25 percent of white 
women. Racial discrimination played a key role in establishing this pattern. Black men 
faced higher unemployment rates than did their white counterparts, and what work was 
available was often limited to the lowest-paying jobs. As a result, black women faced 
greater pressure to supplement family incomes. Still, unemployment rates for black women 
reached as high as 50 percent during the 1930s. 

Despite increased burdens, most American families remained intact and discovered 
ways to survive the economic crisis. They pared down household budgets, made do with-
out telephones and new clothes, and held on to their automobiles for longer periods of 
time. What money they managed to save they often spent on movies. Comedies, gangster 
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movies, fantasy tales, and uplifting films helped viewers forget their troubles, if only for a 
few hours. Radio remained the chief source of entertainment, and radio sales doubled in 
the 1930s as listeners tuned in to soap operas, comedy and adventure shows, news reports, 
and musical programs.

Organized Protest.  As the depression deepened, angry citizens found ways to 
express their discontent. Farmers had suffered economic hardship longer than any other 
group. Even before 1929, they had seen prices spiral downward, but in the early 1930s 
agricultural income plummeted 60 percent, and one-third of farmers lost their land (Fig-
ure 22.2). Some farmers decided that the time had come for drastic action. In the summer 
of 1932, Milo Reno, an Iowa farmer, created the Farm Holiday Association to organize 
farmers to keep their produce from going to market and thereby raise prices. Strikers from 
the association blocked roads and kept reluctant farmers in line by smashing their truck 
windshields and headlights and slashing their tires. When law enforcement officials 
arrested fifty-five demonstrators in Council Bluffs, thousands of farmers marched on the 
jail and forced their release. Despite armed attempts to prevent foreclosures and the inten-
tional destruction of vast quantities of farm produce, the Farm Holiday Association failed 
to achieve its goal of raising prices.

Disgruntled urban residents also resorted to protest. Although the Communist Party 
remained a tiny group of just over 10,000 members in 1932, it played a large role in orga-
nizing the dispossessed. In major cities such as New York, Communists set up 

FIGURE 22.2  Farm Foreclosures,  
1932–1942

A drop of 60 percent in prices led to a wave of farm 
foreclosures and rural protests in the early 1930s. 
From 1934 on, federal programs that promoted 
rural electrification, crop allotments, commodity 
loans, and mortgage credits allowed many farmers 
to retain their land. But tenant farmers and share-
croppers, particularly in the South, rarely benefited 
from these programs.
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unemployment councils and led marches and rallies demanding jobs and food. In Harlem, 
the party endorsed rent strikes by African American apartment residents against their 
landlords. Party members did not confine their activities to the urban Northeast. They 
also went south to defend the Scottsboro Nine and to organize industrial workers in the 
steel mills of Birmingham and sharecroppers in the surrounding rural areas of Alabama. 
On the West Coast, Communists unionized seamen and waterfront workers and led 
strikes. They also recruited writers, directors, and actors in Hollywood.

One of the most visible protests of the early 1930s centered on the Ford factory in 
Dearborn, Michigan. As the depression worsened after 1930, Henry Ford, who had ini-
tially pledged to keep employee wages steady, changed his mind and reduced wages. On 
March 7, 1932, spearheaded by Communists, three thousand autoworkers marched from 
Detroit to Ford’s River Rouge plant in nearby Dearborn. When they reached the factory 
town, they faced policemen indiscriminately firing bullets and tear gas, which killed four 
demonstrators. The attack provoked great outrage. Around forty thousand mourners 
attended the funeral of the four protesters; sang the Communist anthem, the “Internatio-
nale”; and surrounded the caskets, which were draped in a red banner emblazoned with a 
picture of Bolshevik hero Vladimir Lenin.

Protests spread beyond Communist agitators. The federal government faced an upris-
ing by some of the nation’s most patriotic and loyal citizens—World War I veterans. Sched-
uled to receive a $1,000 bonus for their service, unemployed veterans could not wait until 
the payment date arrived in 1945. Instead, in the spring of 1932 a group of ex-soldiers 
from Portland, Oregon, set off on a march on Washington, D.C., to demand immediate 
payment of the bonus by the federal government. By the time they reached the nation’s 
capital, the ranks of this Bonus Army had swelled to around twenty thousand veterans. 
They camped in the Anacostia Flats section of the city, constructed ramshackle shelters, 
and in many cases moved their families in with them. 

Although many veterans returned home, the rest of the Bonus Army remained in 
place until late July. When President Hoover decided to clear the capital of the protesters, 
violence ensued. Rather than engaging in a measured and orderly removal, General Doug-
las MacArthur overstepped presidential orders and used excessive force to disperse the 
veterans and their families. The Third Cavalry, commanded by George S. Patton, torched 
tents and sent their residents fleeing from the city. 

In this one-sided battle, the biggest loser was President Hoover. Through four years of 
the country’s worst depression, Hoover had lost touch with the American people. His 
cheerful words of encouragement fell increasingly on deaf ears. As workers, farmers, and 
veterans stirred in protest, Hoover appeared aloof, standoffish, and insensitive.

REVIEW &  RELATE

How did President Hoover respond to the 
problems and challenges created by the 
Great Depression?

How did different segments of the American 
population experience the depression?
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The nation was ready for a change, and on election day 1932, with 
hard times showing no sign of abating, Democratic presidential 
candidate Franklin Delano Roosevelt defeated Hoover easily. Roo-

sevelt’s sizable victory provided him with a mandate to take the country in a bold new 
direction. However, few Americans, including Roosevelt himself, knew exactly what the 
new president meant to do or what his pledge of a New Deal would mean for the country.

Roosevelt Restores Confidence.  As a presidential candidate, Roosevelt pre-
sented no clear, coherent policy. He did not spell out how his plans for the country would 
differ from Hoover’s, but he did refer broadly to providing a “new deal” and bringing to 
the White House “persistent experimentation.” Roosevelt’s appeal derived more from the 
genuine compassion he was able to convey than from the specificity of his promises. In 
this context, Eleanor Roosevelt’s evident concern for people’s suffering and her history of 
activism made Franklin Roosevelt even more attractive.

Instead of any fixed ideology, Roosevelt followed what one historian has called “prag-
matic humanism.” A seasoned politician who understood the need for flexibility, Roosevelt 
blended principle and practicality. “It is common sense,” Roosevelt explained, “to take a 
method and try it. If it fails, admit it frankly and try another. But above all, try something.” 
More than any president before him, FDR, as he became known, created an expectation 
among Americans that the federal government would take concrete action to improve their 

The New Deal

Franklin Delano Roosevelt Campaigning in Georgia  New York governor Franklin 
Roosevelt greets farmers in Georgia as he campaigns for president in 1932 as the Democratic 
candidate. Photographers were careful not to show that Roosevelt was unable to use his legs, 
which were paralyzed after he contracted polio in 1921. Roosevelt forged a coalition of farmers 
and urban workers and easily defeated the incumbent Hoover.  AP Photo
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lives. A Colorado woman expressed her appreciation to Eleanor Roosevelt: “Your husband 
is great. He seems lovable even tho’ he is a ‘politician.’ ” The New Deal would take its twists 
and turns, but Roosevelt never lost the support of the majority of Americans.

Starting with his inaugural address, in which he declared that “the only thing we  
have to fear is fear itself,” Roosevelt took on the task of rallying the American people and 
restoring their confidence in the future. Using the power of radio to communicate directly, 
Roosevelt delivered regular fireside chats in which he boosted morale and informed his 
audience of the steps the government was taking to help solve their problems. Not limited 
to rhetoric, Roosevelt’s New Deal would provide relief, put millions of people to work, 
raise prices for farmers, extend conservation projects, revitalize America’s financial sys-
tem, and rescue capitalism.

Steps toward Recovery.  President Roosevelt took swift action on entering office. 
In March 1933 he issued an executive order shutting down banks for several days to calm 
the panic that gripped many Americans in the wake of bank failures and the loss of their 
life’s savings. Shortly after, Congress passed the administration’s Emergency Banking Act, 
which subjected banks to Treasury Department inspection before they reopened, reorga-
nized the banking system, and provided federal funds to bail out banks on the brink of 
closing. This assertion of federal power allowed solvent banks to reopen. Boosting confi-
dence further, Congress passed the Glass-Steagall Act in June 1933. The measure created 
the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC), insuring personal savings accounts 
up to $5,000, and detached commercial banks from investment banks to avoid risky spec-
ulation. The president also sought tighter supervision of the stock market. By June 1934 
Roosevelt had signed into law measures setting up the Securities and Exchange Commis-
sion (SEC) to regulate the stock market and ensure that corporations gave investors accu-
rate information about their portfolios.

The regulation of banks and the stock exchange did not mean that Roosevelt was anti-
business. He affirmed his belief in a balanced budget and sought to avoid a $1 billion defi-
cit by cutting government workers’ salaries and lowering veterans’ pensions. Roosevelt 
also tried to keep the budget under control by ending prohibition, which would allow the 
government to tax alcohol sales and eliminate the cost of enforcement. The Twenty-first 
Amendment, ratified in 1933, ended the more than decade-long experiment with 
temperance.

As important as these measures were, the Roosevelt administration had much more 
to accomplish before those hardest hit by the depression felt some relief. Roosevelt viewed 
the Great Depression as a crisis analogous to war and adapted many of the bureaus and 
commissions used during World War I to ensure productivity and mobilize popular sup-
port to fit the current economic emergency. Many former progressives lined up behind 
Roosevelt, including women reformers and social workers who had worked in govern-
ment and private agencies during the 1920s. At his wife Eleanor’s urging, Roosevelt 
appointed one of them, Frances Perkins, as the first woman to head a cabinet agency—the 
Department of Labor.

Rehabilitating agriculture and industry stood at the top of the New Deal’s priority list. 
Farmers came first. In May 1933 Congress passed the Agricultural Adjustment Act, aimed 
at raising prices by reducing production. The Agricultural Adjustment Administration 
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(AAA) paid farmers subsidies to produce less in the future, and for farmers who had already 
planted their crops and raised livestock, the agency paid them to plow under a portion of 
their harvest, slaughter hogs, and destroy dairy products. By 1935 the program succeeded 
in raising farm income by 50 percent. Large farmers remained the chief beneficiaries of the 
AAA because they could afford to cut back production. In doing so, especially in the South, 
they forced off the land sharecroppers who no longer had plots to farm. Even when share-
croppers managed to retain a parcel of their acreage, AAA subsidies went to the landown-
ers, who did not always distribute the designated funds owed to the sharecroppers. Though 
poor white farmers felt the sting of this injustice, the system of white supremacy existing in 
the South guaranteed that blacks suffered most.

The Roosevelt administration exhibited its boldest initiative in creating the Tennes-
see Valley Authority (TVA) in 1933 to bring low-cost electric power to rural areas and 
help redevelop the entire Tennessee River valley region through flood-control projects. In 
contrast to the AAA and other farm programs in which control stayed in private hands, 
the TVA owned and supervised the building and operation of public power plants. For 
farmers outside the Tennessee River valley, the Rural Electrification Administration 
helped them obtain cheap electric power starting in 1935, and for the first time tens of 
thousands of farmers experienced the modern conveniences that electricity brought 
(though most farmers would not get electric power until after World War II).

Roosevelt and Congress also acted to deal with the soil erosion problem behind the 
dust storms. In 1933 the Department of Interior established a Soil Erosion Service, and 
two years later Congress created a permanent Soil Conservation Service in the Depart-
ment of Agriculture. Although these measures would prove beneficial in the long run, 
they did nothing to prevent even more severe storms from rolling through the Dust Bowl 
in 1935 and 1936.

At the same time, Roosevelt concentrated on industrial recovery. In 1933 Congress 
passed the National Industrial Recovery Act, which established the National Recovery 
Administration (NRA). This agency allowed business, labor, and the public (represented 
by government officials) to create codes to regulate production, prices, wages, hours, and 
collective bargaining. Designers of the NRA expected that if wages rose and prices 
remained stable, consumer purchasing power would climb, demand would grow, and busi-
nesses would put people back to work. For this plan to work, businesspeople needed to 
keep prices steady by absorbing some of the costs of higher wages. Businesses that joined 
the NRA displayed the symbol of the blue eagle to signal their patriotic participation.

However, the NRA did not function as planned, nor did it bring the desired recovery. 
Businesses did not exercise the necessary restraint to keep prices steady. Large manufac-
turers dominated the code-making committees, and because Roosevelt had suspended 
enforcement of the antitrust law, they could not resist taking collective action to force 
smaller firms out of business. The NRA legislation guaranteed labor the right to unionize, 
but the agency did not vigorously enforce collective bargaining. The government failed to 
intervene to redress the imbalance of power between labor and management because Roo-
sevelt depended primarily on big business to generate economic improvement. Moreover, 
the NRA had created codes for too many businesses, and government officials could not 
properly oversee them all. In 1935 the Supreme Court delivered the final blow to the NRA 
by declaring it an unconstitutional delegation of legislative power to the president.
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Direct Assistance and Relief.  Economic recovery programs were important, but 
they took time to take effect, and many Americans needed immediate help. Thus relief 
efforts and direct job creation were critical parts of the New Deal. Created in the early 
months of Roosevelt’s term, the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) pro-
vided cash grants to states to revive their bankrupt relief efforts. Roosevelt chose Harry 
Hopkins, the chief of New York’s relief agency, to head the FERA and distribute its initial 
$500 million appropriation. On the job for two hours, Hopkins had already spent $5 mil-
lion. He did not calculate whether a particular plan “would work out in the long run,” 
because, as he remarked, “people don’t eat in the long run—they eat every day.”

Harold Ickes, secretary of the interior and director of the Public Works Administra-
tion (PWA), oversaw efforts to rebuild the nation’s infrastructure. Funding architects, 
engineers, and skilled workers, the PWA built the Grand Coulee, Boulder, and Bonneville 
dams in the West; the Triborough Bridge in New York City; 70 percent of all new schools 
constructed between 1933 and 1939; and a variety of municipal buildings, sewage plants, 
port facilities, and hospitals.

Yet neither the FERA nor the PWA provided enough relief to the millions who faced 
the winter of 1933–1934 without jobs or the money to heat their homes. In response, 

National Recovery Administration Eagles  President Roosevelt initiated the National 
Recovery Administration in 1933 as the centerpiece of his New Deal to stimulate economic 
growth. The city of Miami Beach employed these bathing beauties to attract conventioneers and 
vacationers to its hotels. Under the NRA code, they worked a forty-hour week and showed their 
satisfaction by sporting the NRA blue eagle insignia on their backs.  © Bettmann/CORBIS
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Hopkins persuaded Roosevelt to launch a temporary program to help needy 
Americans get through this difficult period. Both men favored “work relief ”—
giving people jobs rather than direct welfare payments whenever practical. The 
Civil Works Administration (CWA) lasted four months, but in that brief time it 
employed more than 4 million people on about 400,000 projects that built 
500,000 miles of roads, 40,000 schools, 3,500 playgrounds, and 1,000 airports. 

One of Roosevelt’s most successful relief programs was the Civilian Conservation 
Corps (CCC), created shortly after he entered the White House. The CCC recruited 
unmarried men between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five for a two-year stint, 
putting them to work planting forests; cleaning up beaches, rivers, and parks; and build-
ing bridges and dams. Participants received $1 per day, and the government sent $25 of 
the $30 in monthly wages directly to their families, helping make this the most popular 
of all New Deal programs. The CCC employed around 2.5 million men and lasted until 
1942.

New Deal Critics.  Despite the unprecedented efforts of the Roosevelt administra-
tion to spark recovery, provide relief, and encourage reform between 1933 and 1935, the 
country remained in depression, and unemployment still hovered around 20 percent. 
Roosevelt found himself under attack from both the left and the right. On the right, con-
servatives questioned New Deal spending and the growth of big government. On the left, 
the president’s critics argued that he had not done enough to topple wealthy corporate 
leaders from power and relieve the plight of the downtrodden.

In 1934 officials of the Du Pont Corporation and General Motors formed the Ameri-
can Liberty League. From the point of view of the league’s founders, the New Deal was lit-
tle more than a vehicle for the spread of socialism and communism. The organization 
spent $1 million attacking what it considered to be Roosevelt’s “dictatorial” policies and 
his assaults on free enterprise. The league, however, failed to attract support beyond a 
small group of northern industrialists, Wall Street bankers, and disaffected Democrats.

Corporate leaders also harnessed Christian ministers to promote their pro-capitalism, 
anti–New Deal message. The United States Chamber of Commerce and the National Asso-
ciation of Manufacturers allied with clergymen to challenge “creeping socialism.” In 1935 
the Reverend James W. Fifield founded Spiritual Mobilization and, from the pulpit of his 
wealthy First Congregational Church in Los Angeles, praised capitalism as a pillar of 
Christianity and attacked the “pagan statism” of the New Deal. 

Roosevelt also faced criticism from the left. Communist Party membership reached 
its peak of around 75,000 in 1938, and though the party remained relatively small in num-
bers, it attracted intellectuals and artists whose voices could reach the larger public. Party 
members led unionizing drives in both the North and the South and displayed great talent 
and energy in organizing workers where resistance to unions was greatest. In the mid-
1930s, the party followed the Soviet Union’s antifascist foreign policy and joined with left-
leaning, non-Communist groups, such as unions and civil rights organizations, to oppose 
the growing menace of fascism in Europe, particularly in Germany and Italy. By the end of 
the decade, however, the party had lost many members after the Soviet Union reversed its 
anti-Nazi foreign policy.

The greatest challenge to Roosevelt came from a trio of talented men who reflected 
diverse beliefs. Francis Townsend, a retired California physician, proposed a “Cure for 

Explore 

See Documents 22.2 and 
22.3 for two views of direct 
relief.
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Letters to Eleanor Roosevelt
During the 1930s Americans wrote to President Roosevelt and the First Lady in unprecedented numbers, 
revealing their personal desperation and their belief that the Roosevelts would respond to their individual 
pleas. Though most requested government assistance, not all letter writers favored the New Deal.  
In the following letters written to Eleanor Roosevelt, a high school girl from Albertville, Alabama, asks the 
First Lady for personal help, while Minnie Hardin of Columbus, Indiana, expresses her frustration with 
direct relief programs.

Document 22.2

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

Dear Mrs. Roosevelt, 
My life has been a story to me and most of 

the time a miserable one. When I was 7 years old 
my father left for a law school and never 
returned. This leaving my mother and 4 children. 
He left us a small farm, but it could not keep us 
up. For when we went back to mother’s people 
the renters would not give us part, and we were 
still dependent. I have been shoved to pillar to 
post that I feel very relieved to get off to my self.

I am now 15 years old and in the 10th grade. I 
have always been smart but I never had a chance 
as all of us is so poor. I hope to complete my 
education, but I will have to quit school I guess if 
there is no clothes can be bought. (Don’t think 
that we are on the relief.) Mother has been a 
faithful servent for us to keep us to gather. I don’t 
see how she has made it.

Mildred Isbell to Mrs. Roosevelt, January 1, 1936

Mrs Roosevelt, don’t think I am just begging, 
but that is all you can call it I guess. There is no 
harm in asking I guess eather. Do you have any 
old clothes you have throwed back. You don’t 
realize how honored I would feel to be wearing 
your clothes. I don’t have a coat at all to wear. 
The clothes may be too large but I can cut them 
down so I can wear them. Not only clothes but 
old shoes, hats, hose, and under wear would be 
appreciated so much. I have three brothers that 
would appreciate any old clothes of your boys or 
husband. I wish you could see the part of North 
Alabama now. The trees, groves, and every thing 
is covered with ice and snow. It is a very pretty 
scene. But Oh, how cold it is here. People can 
hardly stay comfortable.

Sources: Mildred Isbell, letter to Eleanor Roosevelt, January 1, 1936; Minnie Hardin, letter to Eleanor Roosevelt, December 14, 1937,  
Eleanor Roosevelt Papers, Series 190, Miscellaneous, 1937, Franklin D. Roosevelt Library.

Depressions.” In 1934 he formed the Old-Age Revolving Pensions Corporation, whose 
title summed up the doctor’s idea. Townsend would have the government give all Ameri-
cans over the age of sixty a monthly pension of $200 if they retired and spent the entire 
stipend each month. Retirements would open up jobs for younger workers, and the income 
these workers received, along with the pension for the elderly, would pump ample funds 
into the economy to promote recovery. The government would fund the Townsend plan 
with a 2 percent “transaction” or sales tax. By 1936 Townsend Clubs had attracted about 
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Put It in Context

How did the New Deal tackle poverty?

Mrs. Roosevelt:
I suppose from your point of view the work 

relief, old age pensions, slum clearance, and all the 
rest seems like a perfect remedy for all the ills of 
this country, but I would like for you to see the 
results, as the other half see them.

We have always had a shiftless, never-do-well 
class of people whose one and only aim in life  
is to live without work. I have been rubbing 
elbows with this class for nearly sixty years and 
have tried to help some of the most promising and 
have seen others try to help them, but it can’t be 
done. We cannot help those who will not try to 
help themselves and if they do try, a square deal is 
all they need, and by the way that is all this 
country needs or ever has needed: a square deal 

Document 22.3

Minnie Hardin to Mrs. Roosevelt, December 14, 1937

for all and then, let each paddle their own canoe, 
or sink.

There has never been any necessity for any 
one who is able to work, being on relief in this 
locality, but there have been many eating the 
bread of charity and they have lived better than 
ever before. I have had taxpayers tell me that their 
children came from school and asked why they 
couldn’t have nice lunches like the children on 
relief. The women and children around here have 
had to work at the fields to help save the crops 
and several women fainted while at work and at 
the same time we couldn’t go up or down the road 
without stumbling over some of the reliefers, 
moping around carrying dirt from one side of the 
road to the other and back again, or else asleep. 

Interpret the Evidence

1. �How does each writer explain the source of poverty and the 
attitudes of poor people?

2. �If Minnie Hardin were answering Mildred Isbell’s letter, what 
would she say to her?

3.5 million members throughout the country, and one-fifth of all adults in the United 
States signed a petition endorsing the Townsend plan.

While Townsend appealed mainly to the elderly, Charles E. Coughlin, a priest from 
the Detroit area, attracted Catholics and a lower-middle-class following. Father Coughlin 
used his popular national radio broadcasts to talk about economic and political issues. 
Originally a Roosevelt supporter, by 1934 Coughlin had begun criticizing the New Deal 
for catering to greedy bankers. He spoke to millions of radio listeners about the evils of the 
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Roosevelt administration, the godless Communists who had allegedly infested it, and 
international bankers—coded language referring to Jews—who supposedly manipulated 
it. As the decade wore on, his strident anti-Semitism and his growing fondness for fascist 
dictatorships abroad overshadowed his economic justice message, and Catholic officials 
ordered him to stop broadcasting.

Huey Pierce Long of Louisiana posed the greatest political threat to Roosevelt. Unlike 
Townsend and Coughlin, Long had built and operated a successful political machine, first 
as governor and then as U.S. senator, taking on the special interests of oil and railroad cor-
porations in his home state. Early on he had backed Roosevelt, but Long found the New 
Deal wanting. In 1934 Long established the Share Our Wealth society, promising to make 
“every man a king” by presenting families with a $5,000 homestead and a guaranteed 
annual income of $2,000. To accomplish this, Long proposed levying heavy income and 
inheritance taxes on the wealthy. Although the financial calculations behind his bold plan 
did not add up, Share Our Wealth clubs counted some seven million members. The swag-
gering senator departed from most of his segregationist southern colleagues by appealing 
to a coalition of disgruntled farmers, industrial workers, and African Americans. Before 
Long could help lead a third-party campaign for president, he was shot and killed in 1935.

REVIEW &  RELATE

What steps did Roosevelt take to stimulate 
economic recovery and provide relief to 
impoverished Americans during his first term 
in office?

What criticisms did Roosevelt’s opponents 
level against the New Deal?

Father Charles E. 
Coughlin  Father Charles E. 
Coughlin spoke at Cleveland Stadium 
in 1936 on behalf of Ohio congressio-
nal candidates who had been 
endorsed by his National Union for 
Social Justice. Coughlin, a Catholic 
priest and a stern critic of President 
Roosevelt, advocated the nationaliza-
tion of banks and other industries,  
protection of worker rights, and  
monetary reform. Despite Coughlin’s 
outspoken opposition, Roosevelt  
easily won reelection in 1936.   
© Bettman/CORBIS
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Facing criticism from within his own party about the pace and 
effectiveness of the New Deal, and with the 1936 election loom-
ing, Roosevelt moved to the left. He adopted harsher rhetoric 
against recalcitrant corporate leaders; beefed up economic and 
social programs for the unemployed, the elderly, and the 

infirm; and revived measures to redress the power imbalance between management and 
labor. In doing so, he fashioned a New Deal political coalition that would deliver a land-
slide victory in 1936 and allow the Democratic Party to dominate electoral politics for the 
next three decades.

Expanding Relief Measures.  Even though the New Deal had helped millions of 
people, millions of others still felt left out, as the popularity of Townsend, Coughlin, and 
Long indicated. “We the people voted for you,” a Columbus, Ohio, worker wrote the presi-
dent in disgust, “but it is a different story now. You have faded out on the masses of hun-
gry, idle people. . . . The very rich is the only one who has benefited from your new deal.”

In 1935 the president seized the opportunity to win his way back into the hearts of 
impoverished “forgotten Americans.” Although Roosevelt favored a balanced budget, political 
necessity forced him to embark on deficit spending to expand the New Deal. Federal govern-
ment expenditures would now exceed tax revenues, but New Dealers argued that these out-
lays would stimulate job creation and economic growth, which ultimately would replenish 
government coffers. Based on the highly successful but short-lived Civil Works Administra-
tion, the Works Progress Administration (WPA) provided jobs for the unemployed with a 
far larger budget, starting out with $5 billion. To ensure that the money would be spent, Roo-
sevelt appointed Harry Hopkins to head the agency. Although critics condemned the WPA 
for employing people on unproductive “make-work” jobs—a criticism not entirely 
unfounded—overall the WPA did a great deal of good. The agency constructed or repaired 
more than 100,000 public buildings, 600 airports, 500,000 miles of roads, and 100,000 bridges. 
The WPA employed about 8.5 million workers during its eight years of operation.

The WPA also helped artists, writers, and musicians. Under its auspices, the Federal 
Writers Project, the Federal Art Project, the Federal Music Project, and the Federal The-
ater Project encouraged the production of cultural works and helped bring them to com-
munities and audiences throughout the country. Writers Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, 
Clifford Odets, Saul Bellow, John Cheever, Margaret Walker, and many others nourished 
both their works and their stomachs while employed by the WPA. Some painters, such as 
Jacob Lawrence, worked in the “easel division”; others created elaborate murals on the 
walls of post offices and other government buildings. Historians and folklorists researched 
and prepared city and state guides and interviewed black ex-slaves whose narratives of the 
system of bondage would otherwise have been lost.

In addition to the WPA, the National Youth Administration (NYA) employed mil-
lions of young people. Their work ranged from clerical assignments and repairing auto-
mobiles to building tuberculosis isolation units and renovating schools. Heading the NYA 
in Texas, the young Lyndon B. Johnson worked hard to expand educational and construc-
tion projects to unemployed whites and blacks. The Division of Negro Affairs, headed by 
the Florida educator Mary McLeod Bethune and the only minority group subsection in 
the NYA, ensured that African American youths would benefit from the programs spon-
sored by the agency.

The New Deal 
Moves to the Left
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Despite their many successes, these relief programs had a number of flaws. The WPA 
paid participants relatively low wages. The $660 in annual income earned by the average 
worker fell short of the $1,200 that a family needed to survive. In addition, the WPA lim-
ited participation to one family member. In most cases, this meant the male head of the 
household. As a result, women made up only about 14 percent of WPA workers, and even 
in the peak year of 1938, the WPA hired only 60 percent of eligible women. With the 
exception of the program for artists, most women hired by the WPA worked in lower-
paying jobs than men.

Establishing Social Security.  The elderly required immediate relief and insur-
ance in a country that lagged behind the rest of the industrialized world in helping its aged 
workforce. In August 1935, the president rectified this shortcoming and signed into law 
the Social Security Act. The measure provided that at age sixty-five, eligible workers 
would receive retirement payments funded by payroll taxes on employees and employers. 
The law also extended beyond the elderly by providing unemployment insurance for those 
temporarily laid off from work and welfare payments for the disabled who were perma-
nently out of a job as well as for destitute, dependent children of single parents.

New Deal Art  The Works Progress Administration, established by the Roosevelt administra-
tion in 1935, put Americans to work amid the ongoing depression. The WPA’s Federal Art Project 
employed artists such as Ingrid E. Edwards of Minnesota, whose painting Communications  
features a newspaper boy, a telephone operator, a radio announcer, and a railroad train.  
Many of these works adorned public buildings.  Collection of Minnesota Historical Society. Lent by Fine Arts 
Collection, Public Buildings Service, U.S. General Services. Gift of Ah-Gwah Ching Archive
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The Social Security program had significant limitations. The act excluded farm, 
domestic, and laundry workers, who were among the neediest Americans and were dis-
proportionately African American. The reasons for these exclusions were largely political. 
The president needed southern Democrats to support this measure, and as a Mississippi 
newspaper observed: “The average Mississippian can’t imagine himself chipping in to pay 
pensions for able bodied Negroes to sit around in idleness.” The system of financing pen-
sions also proved unfair. The payroll tax, which imposed the same fixed percentage on all 
incomes, was a regressive tax, one that fell hardest on those with lower incomes. Nor did 
Social Security take into account the unpaid labor of women who remained in the home to 
take care of their children.

Even with its flaws, Social Security revolutionized the expectations of American 
workers. It created a compact between the federal government and its citizens, and work-
ers insisted that their political leaders fulfill their moral responsibilities to keep the system 
going. President Roosevelt recognized that the tax formula might not be economically 
sound, but he had a higher political objective in mind. He believed that payroll taxes 
would give contributors the right to collect their benefits and that “with those taxes in 
there, no damn politician can ever scrap my social security program.” 

Organized Labor Strikes Back.  In 1935 Congress passed the National Labor 
Relations Act, also known as the Wagner Act for its leading sponsor, Senator Robert F. 
Wagner Sr. of New York. The law created the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB), 

TABLE 22.1  Major New Deal Measures, 1933–1938

Year Legislation Purpose

1933 National Industrial Recovery Act Government, business, labor cooperation to set prices, wages, 
and production codes

Agricultural Adjustment Act Paid farmers to reduce production to raise prices

Civilian Conservation Corps Jobs for young men in conservation

Public Works Administration Construction jobs for the unemployed

Federal Emergency Relief Act Relief funds for the poor

Tennessee Valley Authority Electric power and flood control to rural areas

Glass-Steagall Act Insured bank deposits and separated commercial from  
investment banking

1934 Securities and Exchange Commission Regulated the stock market

1935 Social Security Act Provided retirement pensions, unemployment insurance, aid to  
the disabled, and payments to women with dependent children

Wagner Act Guaranteed collective bargaining for unions

Works Progress Administration Provided jobs to 8 million unemployed

1938 Fair Labor Standards Act Established minimum hourly wage and maximum weekly  
working hours 
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which protected workers’ right to organize labor unions without owner interference. Dur-
ing the 1930s, union membership rolls soared from fewer than 4 million workers to more 
than 10 million, including more than 800,000 women. At the outset of the depression, 
barely 6 percent of the labor force belonged to unions, compared with 33 percent in 1940.

Government efforts boosted this growth, but these spectacular gains were due primarily 
to workers’ grassroots efforts set in motion by economic hard times. The number of striking 
workers during the first year of the Roosevelt administration soared from nearly 325,000 to 
more than 1.5 million. Organizers such as Luisa Moreno traveled the country to bring as 
many people as possible into the union movement. The most important development within 
the labor movement occurred in 1935, with the creation of the CIO. After the AFL, which 
consisted mainly of craft unions, rejected a proposal by John L. Lewis of the United Mine 
Workers to incorporate industrial workers under its umbrella, Lewis and representatives of 
seven other AFL unions defected and formed the CIO. Unlike the AFL, the new union 
sought to recruit a wide variety of workers without respect to race, gender, or region.

In 1937 the CIO mounted a full-scale organizing campaign. More than 4.5 million 
workers participated in some 4,700 strikes. Unions found new ways to protest poor 

Women’s Emergency Brigade, 1937  After the United Auto Workers initiated a sit-down 
strike against General Motors in Flint, Michigan, for union recognition, better working conditions, 
and higher wages, a group of their women relatives, friends, and coworkers formed the Women’s 
Emergency Brigade. In this February 1937 demonstration, they held the clubs that they had used 
to smash windows at the Chevrolet Plant occupied by the strikers.  AP Photo
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working conditions and arbitrary layoffs. Members of the United Auto Workers (UAW), a 
CIO affiliate, launched a sit-down strike against General Motors (GM) in Flint, Michigan, 
to win union recognition, higher wages, and better working conditions. Strikers refused to 
work but remained in the plants, shutting them down from the inside. When the company 
sent in local police forces to evict the strikers on January 11, 1937, the barricaded workers 
bombarded the police with spare machine parts and anything that was not bolted down. 
The community rallied around the strikers, and wives and daughters called “union maids” 
formed the Women’s Emergency Brigade, which supplied sit-downers with food and water 
and kept up their morale. Neither the state nor the federal government interfered with the 
work stoppage, and after six weeks GM acknowledged defeat and recognized the UAW. 

The following year, the New Deal added a final piece of legislation sought by orga-
nized labor. The Fair Labor Standards Act (1938) established minimum wages at 40 cents 
an hour and maximum working hours at forty per week. By the end of the decade “big 
labor,” as the AFL and CIO unions were known, had become a significant force in Ameri-
can politics and a leading backer of the New Deal. 

A Half Deal for Minorities.  President Roosevelt made significant gestures on 
behalf of African Americans. He appointed Mary McLeod Bethune and Robert Weaver to 
staff New Deal agencies and gathered an informal “Black Cabinet” in the nation’s capital to 
advise him on matters pertaining to race. The Roosevelt administration also established 
the Civil Liberties Unit (later renamed Civil Rights Section) in the Department of Justice, 
which investigated racial discrimination. Eleanor Roosevelt acted as a visible symbol of 
the White House’s concern with the plight of blacks. In 1939 Eleanor Roosevelt quit the 
Daughters of the American Revolution, a women’s organization, when it refused to allow 
black singer Marian Anderson to hold a concert in Constitution Hall in Washington, D.C. 
Instead, the First Lady brought Anderson to sing on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial.

Perhaps the greatest measure of Franklin Roosevelt’s impact on African Americans 
came when large numbers of black voters switched from the Republican to the Democratic 
Party in 1936, a pattern that has lasted to the present day. “Go turn Lincoln’s picture to the 
wall,” a black observer commented after the election. “That debt has been paid in full.”

Yet overall the New Deal did little to break down racial inequality. President Roosevelt 
believed that the plight of African Americans would improve, along with that of all down-
trodden Americans, as New Deal measures restored economic health. Black leaders dis-
agreed. They argued that the NRA’s initials stood for “Negroes Ruined Again” because the 
agency displaced black workers and approved lower wages for blacks than for whites. The 
AAA dislodged black sharecroppers. New Deal programs such as the CCC and those for 
building public housing maintained existing patterns of segregation. Both the Social Secu-
rity Act and the Fair Labor Standards Act omitted from coverage jobs that black Americans 
were most likely to hold. In fact, the New Deal’s big labor/big government alliance left out 
non-unionized industrial and agricultural workers, many of whom were African American 
and lacked bargaining power. 

This pattern of halfway reform persisted for other minorities. Since the end of the 
Indian wars in 1890, Native Americans had lived in poverty, forced onto reservations 
where they were offered few economic opportunities and where whites carried out a 
relentless assault on their culture. By the early 1930s, American Indians earned an average 
income of less than $50 a year—compared with $800 for whites—and their unemployment 
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rate was three times higher than that of white Americans. For the most part, they lived on 
lands that whites had given up on as unsuitable for farming or mining. The policy of 
assimilation established by the Dawes Act of 1887 had exacerbated the problem by depriv-
ing Indians of their cultural identities as well as their economic livelihoods. In 1934 the 
federal government reversed its course. Spurred on by John Collier, the commissioner of 
Indian affairs, Congress passed the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA), which terminated 
the Dawes Act, authorized self-government for those living on reservations, extended 
tribal landholdings, and pledged to uphold native customs and language.

Although the IRA brought economic and social improvements for Native Americans, 
many problems remained. Despite his considerable efforts, Collier approached Indian 
affairs from the top down. One historian remarked that Collier had “the zeal of a crusader 
who knew better than the Indians what was good for them.” The Indian commissioner 
failed to appreciate the diversity of native tribes and administered laws that contradicted 
Native American political and economic practices. For example, the IRA required the 
tribes to operate by majority rule, whereas many of them reached decisions through con-
sensus, which respected the views of the minority. Although 174 tribes accepted the IRA, 
78 tribes, including the Seneca, Crow, and Navajo, rejected it.

Decline of the New Deal.  Roosevelt’s shift to the left paid political dividends, and 
in 1936 the president won reelection by a landslide. His sweeping victory proved to be one 
of the rare critical elections that signified a fundamental political realignment. Democrats 

The Indian New Deal  John Collier, commissioner of Indian affairs under President 
Roosevelt, favored a New Deal for Native Americans. An advocate for Indian culture, Collier 
implemented reform legislation that replaced the policy of Indian assimilation with that of self-
determination. In this 1935 photograph, Collier watches his boss, Secretary of the Interior Harold 
Ickes, sign the Flathead (Montana) Indian Constitution as tribal leaders look on.  © Bettmann/CORBIS
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replaced Republicans as the majority party in the United States, overturning thirty-six 
years of Republican rule. While Roosevelt had won convincingly in 1932, not until 1936 
did the president put together a stable coalition that could sustain Democratic dominance 
for many years to come.

In 1936 Roosevelt trounced Alfred M. Landon, the Republican governor of Kansas, 
and Democrats increased their congressional majorities by staggering margins. The vote 
broke down along class lines. Roosevelt won the votes of 80 percent of union members, 81 
percent of unskilled workers, and 84 percent of people on relief, compared with only 42 
percent of high-income voters. Millions of new voters came out to the polls, and most of 
them supported Roosevelt’s New Deal coalition of the poor, farmers, urban ethnic minori-
ties, unionists, white southerners, and African Americans.

The euphoria of his triumph, however, proved short-lived. An overconfident Roo
sevelt soon reached beyond his electoral mandate and within two years found himself 
unable to extend the New Deal. In 1937 Roosevelt devised a court-packing plan to ensure 
support of New Deal legislation and asked Congress to increase the size of the Supreme 
Court. He justified this as a matter of reform, claiming that the present nine-member 
Court could not handle its workload. Roosevelt attributed a good deal of the problem to 
the advanced age of six of the nine justices, who were over seventy years old. Under his 
proposal, the president would make one new appointment for each judge over the age of 
seventy who did not retire so long as the bench did not exceed fifteen members. In reality, 
Roosevelt schemed to “pack” the Court with supporters to prevent it from declaring New 
Deal legislation such as Social Security and the Wagner Act unconstitutional.

The plan backfired. Conservatives charged Roosevelt with seeking to 
destroy the separation of powers enshrined in the Constitution among the exec-
utive, legislative, and judicial branches. In the end, the president failed to 
expand the Supreme Court, but he preserved his legislative accomplishments. 
In a series of rulings, the chastened Supreme Court approved Social Security, 

the Wagner Act, and other New Deal legislation. Nevertheless, the political fallout from the 
court-packing fight damaged the president and his plans for further legislative reform.

Roosevelt’s court-packing plan alienated many southern Democratic members of 
Congress who previously had sided with the president. Traditionally suspicious of the 
power of the federal government, southern lawmakers worried that Roosevelt was going 
too far toward centralizing power in Washington at the expense of states’ rights. Southern 
Democrats formed a coalition with conservative northern Republicans who shared their 
concerns about the expansion of federal power and excessive spending on social welfare 
programs. Their antipathy toward labor unions further bound them. Although they held a 
minority of seats in Congress, this conservative coalition could block unwanted legisla-
tion by using the filibuster in the Senate (unlimited debate that could be shut down only 
with a two-thirds vote). After 1938 these conservatives made sure that no further New 
Deal legislation passed.

Roosevelt also lost support for New Deal initiatives because of the recession of 1937, 
which FDR’s policies had triggered. When federal spending soared after passage of the 
WPA and other relief measures adopted in 1935, the president lost his economic nerve for 
deficit spending. He called for reduced spending, which increased unemployment and 
slowed economic recovery. In addition, as the Social Security payroll tax took effect, it 
reduced the purchasing power of workers, thereby exacerbating the impact of reduced 

Explore 

See Document 22.4 for a 
critique of Roosevelt’s 
court-packing plan.
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Explore

Put It in Context

How important was the Supreme Court in 
shaping the outcome of the New Deal?

Document 22.4

Interpret the Evidence

1. �How does the cartoonist portray Roosevelt? How does it 
portray the Supreme Court?

2. �How does this cartoon appeal to the fears of the American 
public during the late 1930s?

Retire or Move Over, 1937
In his first term, President Roosevelt secured legislation to implement his New Deal; however, by 1937 the 
Supreme Court had overturned several key pieces of New Deal legislation, arguing that Congress had 
exceeded its constitutional authority. As the Social Security Act and the National Labor Relations Act came  
up for review before the Court, Roosevelt tried to dilute the influence of the Court’s conservative majority. 
Following his landslide reelection in 1936, he asked Congress to enlarge the Court so that he could appoint 
justices more favorable to his liberal agenda. This cartoon reacts to Roosevelt’s court-packing plan.

SOLO ANALYSIS

Granger, NYC
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government spending. Making the situation worse, pension payments were not scheduled 
to begin for several years. This “recession within the depression” further eroded congres-
sional support for the New Deal.

The country was still deep in depression in 1939. Unemployment was at 17 percent, 
with more than 11 million people out of work. Most of those who were poor at the start of 
the Great Depression remained poor. Recovery came mainly to those who were temporar-
ily impoverished as a result of the economic crisis. The distribution of wealth remained 
skewed toward the top. In 1933 the richest 5 percent of the population controlled 31 per-
cent of disposable income; in 1939 the latter figure stood at 26 percent.

Against this backdrop of persistent difficult economic times, the president’s popular-
ity began to fade. In the midterm elections of 1938, Roosevelt campaigned against Demo-
cratic conservatives in an attempt to reinvigorate his New Deal coalition. His efforts failed 
and upset many ordinary citizens who associated the tactic with that used by European 
dictators who had recently risen to power. As the decade came to a close, Roosevelt turned 
his attention away from the New Deal and increasingly toward a new war in Europe that 
threatened to engulf the entire world.

REVIEW &  RELATE

Why and how did the New Deal shift to the 
left in 1934 and 1935?

Despite the president’s landslide victory in 
1936, why did the New Deal stall during 
Roosevelt’s second term in office?

The Great Depression produced enormous economic hardships 
that the Hoover administration fell far short of relieving. 
Although Hoover’s successor, Franklin Roosevelt, also failed to 
end the depression, in contrast he provided unprecedented eco-
nomic assistance to the poor as well as the rich. The New Deal 

expanded the size of the federal government from 605,000 employees to more than 1 mil-
lion during the 1930s. Moreover, the New Deal rescued the capitalist system, doing little to 
alter the fundamental structure of the American economy. Despite subjecting businesses 
to greater regulation, it left corporations, the stock market, farms, and banks in the hands 
of private enterprise. Indeed, by the end of the 1930s large corporations had more power 
over markets than ever before. Income and wealth remained unequally distributed, nearly 
to the same extent as they had been before Roosevelt took office in 1933.

Roosevelt forged a middle path between reactionaries and revolutionaries at a time 
when the fascist tyrants Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini gained power in Germany and 
Italy, respectively, and Joseph Stalin ruthlessly consolidated his rule in the Communist 
Soviet Union. By contrast, the American president expanded democratic capitalism, bring-
ing a broader cross section of society to the decision-making table. Roosevelt’s “broker 
state” of multiple competing interests provided for greater democracy than a government 
dominated exclusively by business elites. This system did not benefit those who remained 
unorganized and wielded little power, but marginalized groups—African Americans, 
Latinos, and Native Americans—did receive greater recognition and self-determination 

Conclusion: New 
Deal Liberalism
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from the federal government. Indeed, these and other groups helped shape the New Deal. 
As Eleanor Roosevelt’s history shows, women played key roles in campaigning for social 
welfare legislation. Others, like Luisa Moreno, helped organize workers and promoted eth-
nic pride among Latinos in the face of deportations. African Americans challenged racism 
and pressured the federal government to distribute services more equitably. American 
Indians won important democratic and cultural reforms, and though Asian Americans 
continued to encounter considerable discrimination on the West Coast, they joined to help 
each other. President Roosevelt also solidified the institution of the presidency as the focal 
point for public leadership. His cheerfulness, hopefulness, and pragmatism rallied millions 
of individuals behind him. Even after Roosevelt died in 1945, the public retained its expec-
tation that leadership would come from the White House.

Through his programs and his force of personality, Franklin Roosevelt convinced 
Americans that he cared about their welfare and that the federal government would not 
ignore their suffering. However, he was not universally beloved: Millions of Americans 
despised him because they thought he was leading the country toward socialism, and he 
did not solve all the problems the country faced—it would take government spending for 
World War II to end the depression. Still, together with his wife, Eleanor, Franklin Roos-
evelt conveyed a sense that the American people belonged to a single community, capable 
of banding together to solve the country’s problems, no matter how serious they were or 
how intractable they might seem.
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Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC), 730
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Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), 731

National Recovery Administration (NRA), 731
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court-packing plan, 743

conservative coalition, 743

REVIEW & RELATE
  1.	 How did President Hoover respond to the problems 

and challenges created by the Great Depression?

  2.	 How did different segments of the American 
population experience the depression?

  3.	 What steps did Roosevelt take to stimulate 
economic recovery and provide relief to 
impoverished Americans during his first term in 
office?

  4.	 What criticisms did Roosevelt’s opponents level 
against the New Deal?

  5.	 Why and how did the New Deal shift to the left in 
1934 and 1935?

  6.	 Despite the president’s landslide victory in 1936, 
why did the New Deal stall during Roosevelt’s 
second term in office?

TIMELINE OF EVENTS
	 1931	 Scottsboro Nine tried for rape

	1932–1939	 Dust Bowl storms 

	 1932	� Reconstruction Finance Corporation 
created

		  River Rouge autoworkers’ strike

		  Farm Holiday Association formed

		  Bonus Army marches 

	 1933	� Roosevelt moves to stabilize banking and 
financial systems

		  Agricultural Adjustment Act passed

		�  Federal Emergency Relief Administration 
created

		  Tennessee Valley Authority created

		  National Recovery Administration created

		  Civilian Conservation Corps created

	 1934	 Indian Reorganization Act passed

		�  Francis Townsend forms Old-Age 
Revolving Pensions Corporation

		�  Huey Long establishes Share Our Wealth 
movement

		�  Securities and Exchange Commission 
created

	 1935	� Charles E. Coughlin organizes National 
Union for Social Justice

		  Works Progress Administration created

		  Social Security Act passed

		  National Labor Relations Act passed

		�  Congress of Industrial Organizations 
founded

	 1937	 Sit-down strike against General Motors 

		�  Roosevelt proposes to increase the size  
of the Supreme Court

	 1938	 Fair Labor Standards Act passed
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The Depression in Rural America

D	 uring the 1930s, rural Americans’ lives 
 	 were devastated by the twin disasters of 
 	 the Great Depression and, in the Great 
Plains, the most sustained drought in American his-
tory. But both problems only deepened the already 
difficult problems of many farmers. Agriculture in 
the South had long been dominated by sharecrop-
ping, a system that hampered crop diversification 
and left many African American tenant farmers vul-
nerable to exploitation by white landowners. In the 
Midwest, farmers had spent decades overgrazing 
pastures and exhausting the soil through overpro-
duction. Prices dropped dramatically throughout 
the 1920s, and farmers were the only group whose 
incomes fell during that decade.

When the depression hit, many farmers did not 
have the resources to stay on their land, and farm 
foreclosures tripled in the early 1930s. Ferocious 
dust storms plagued many of the farmers who  
desperately struggled to hold on to their land (Doc-
ument 22.5). Sharecroppers, tenant farmers, and  
former farm owners left their homes to find better 
opportunities, and a million people left the Great 
Plains alone (Document 22.7). Many ended up as 
migrant agricultural laborers in farms and orchards 
on the West Coast. Feeling overrun by refugees, 
California passed a law in 1937 making it a misde-
meanor to bring into California any indigent person 
who was not a state resident. This law remained in 
effect until 1941.

Under the New Deal, the federal government 
acted in a number of ways to relieve the plight of 
farmers around the country. The Agricultural Adjust-
ment Act attempted to raise crop prices and stabi-
lize agricultural incomes by encouraging farmers to 
cut production. In doing so, however, it did little to 
relieve the plight of African American farmers 

Ann Marie Low  |  Dust Bowl Diary, 
1934
When massive dust storms swept through the 
Midwest beginning in the early 1930s, they blew 
away the topsoil of a once productive farm region 
and created hazardous living conditions. Residents 
needed to clean and wash repetitively to perform 
even simple daily tasks. Ann Marie Low, a young 
woman living with her family in southeastern  
North Dakota, describes the difficulty of life in the 
Dust Bowl.

Document 22.5

DOCUMENT PROJECT 22

May 21, 1934, Monday . . .

Saturday Dad, Bud, and I planted an acre of potatoes. 
There was so much dirt in the air I couldn’t see Bud 
only a few feet in front of me. Even the air in the 
house was just a haze. In the evening the wind died 
down, and Cap came to take me to the movie. We 

(Document 22.6). The Farm Credit Act helped some 
farmers refinance mortgages at a lower rate, the 
Rural Electrification Administration brought electricity 
to farm areas previously without it, and the Soil Con-
servation Service advised farmers on how to properly 
cultivate their hillsides. The report of the Great Plains 
Committee (Document 22.9), another Roosevelt  
creation, detailed additional recommendations for 
helping the agricultural economy in the Midwest. In 
contrast, the federal government failed to protect 
Mexican migrant workers and instead deported a 
large number of them to Mexico (Document 22.8). 

Consider what the following documents reveal 
about the challenges faced by rural Americans and 
how different individuals and groups responded to 
those problems.
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joked about how hard it is to get cleaned up enough 
to go anywhere.

The newspapers report that on May 10 there was 
such a strong wind the experts in Chicago estimated 
12,000,000 tons of Plains soil was dumped on that 
city. By the next day the sun was obscured in 
Washington, D.C., and ships 300 miles out at sea 
reported dust settling on their decks.

Sunday the dust wasn’t so bad. Dad and I drove 
cattle to the Big Pasture. Then I churned butter and 
baked a ham, bread, and cookies for the men, as no 
telling when Mama will be back.

May 30, 1934, Wednesday

Ethel got along fine, so Mama left her at the hospital 
and came to Jamestown by train Friday. Dad took us 
both home.

The mess was incredible! Dirt had blown into 
the house all week and lay inches deep on 
everything. Every towel and curtain was just black. 
There wasn’t a clean dish or cooking utensil. There 
was no food. Oh, there were eggs and milk and one 
loaf left of the bread I baked the weekend before. I 
looked in the cooler box down the well (our 
refrigerator) and found a little ham and butter. It was 
late, so Mama and I cooked some ham and eggs for 
the men’s supper because that was all we could fix in 
a hurry. It turned out they had been living on ham 
and eggs for two days.

. . . It took until 10 o’clock to wash all the dirty 
dishes. That’s not wiping them—just washing them. 
The cupboards had to be washed out to have a clean 
place to put them.

Saturday was a busy day. Before starting 
breakfast I had to sweep and wash all the dirt  
off the kitchen and dining room floors, wash the 
stove, pancake griddle, and dining room table and 
chairs. There was cooking, baking, and churning to 
be done for those hungry men. Dad is 6 feet 4 inches 
tall, with a big frame. Bud is 6 feet 3 inches and 
almost as big-boned as Dad. We say feeding them is 
like filling a silo.

Mama couldn’t make bread until I carried water 
to wash the bread mixer. I couldn’t churn until the 
churn was washed and scalded. We just couldn’t  
do anything until something was washed first.  

John P. Davis  |  A Black Inventory of 
the New Deal, 1935
African Americans shouldered a double burden 
during the Great Depression. Already victims of racial 
oppression, they now fell into even deeper poverty 
while still experiencing discrimination. Although the 
New Deal tried to help farmers through the 
Agricultural Adjustment Administration, which paid 
farmers to cut back production and cease farming 
parcels of land, it did little to improve the fortunes of 
black tenant farmers and sharecroppers, who were 
often forced off their plots to reduce production. In 
this excerpt from an article in the NAACP’s Crisis, 
John P. Davis criticizes the New Deal’s approach to 
solving the problems of African American farmers in 
the South. 

Document 22.6
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	 he Agricultural Adjustment Administration  
	 has used cruder methods in enforcing  
	 poverty on the Negro farm population. It has 
made violations of the rights of tenants under crop 
reduction contracts easy; it has rendered 
enforcement of these rights impossible. The 
reduction of the acreage under cultivation through 
the government rental agreement rendered 
unnecessary large numbers of tenants and farm 
laborers. Although the contract with the government 
provided that the land owner should not reduce the 
number of his tenants, he did so. . . . Farm laborers 
are now jobless by the hundreds of thousands, the 
conservative government estimate of the decline in 
agricultural employment for the year 1934 alone 
being a quarter of a million. The larger portion of 
these are unskilled Negro agricultural workers—now 
without income and unable to secure work or relief.

But the unemployment and tenant evictions 
occasioned by the crop reductions policy of the 
A.A.A. is not all. For the tenants and sharecroppers 
who were retained on the plantations the 

Every room had to have dirt almost shoveled out  
of it before we could wash floors and furniture.

Source: Ann Marie Low, Dust Bowl Diary (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1984), 96–97.

T
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	 everal months ago ten thousand compatriots 
 	 in Southern California went on a strike. . . .  
	 These compatriots had been receiving ten 
cents per hour and were demanding thirty and that 
the children who had been working for five cents 
should be confined in future only to scholastic 
labors. The rich farmers of the region were not 
satisfied; they armed themselves to the teeth and 
taking advantage of a meeting which was being held 
by the strikers in the town of V[i]salia, they fired 
their guns on them, killing two, including a Mexican 
who, as a member of the Honorary Commission of a 
nearby town, was engaged in an investigation for the 
Government of Mexico. The farmer assassins fled. 
Later, they were tried by jury and were declared free 
of responsibility in the crime, and in order to 
celebrate, the following night an orgy was held which 
lasted till dawn and during which could be heard 
only the cry of “down with the Mexican greasers!” . . .

Document 22.8

Franklin D. Roosevelt Library

Martin Torres  |  Protest Against 
Maltreatment of Mexican Laborers in 
California, 1934
While union organizers achieved some gains in the 
industrial sector, they made little headway in the 
agricultural fields of California despite guarantees 
from the National Recovery Administration. In 1934 a 
delegation from the Confederation of Unions of 
Mexican Laborers and Peasants in the State of 
California attended a convention of workers in 
Mexico and asked for assistance. In response the 
Mexican organization (the Mexican Regional 
Confederation of Labor) sent the following letter to 
Josephus Daniels, the U.S. ambassador to Mexico.

S

A Sharecropper’s Family in 
Washington County, Arkansas, 1935
The Resettlement Administration (later the Farm 
Security Administration) documented the plight of 
migrant farmworkers and sharecroppers in numerous 
photographs. The following photo, taken by the 
noted photojournalist Arthur Rothstein, depicts a 
sharecropper’s wife and daughters in Washington 
County, Arkansas, in 1935.

Document 22.7

government’s agricultural program meant reduced 
income. Wholesale fraud on tenants in the payment 
of parity checks occurred. Tenants complaining to 
the Department of Agriculture in Washington have 
their letters referred back to the locality in which 
they live and trouble of serious nature often results. 
Even when this does not happen, the tenant fails to 
get his check. The remainder of the land he tills on 

shares with his landlord brings him only the most 
meagre necessities during the crop season varying 
from three to five months. The rest of the period for 
him and his family is one of “root hog or die.” 

Source: John P. Davis, “A Black Inventory of the New Deal,” Crisis, 
May 1935, 141–42. 
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	 uch has been written of our droughts here  
	 in Oklahoma, and how they have driven  
	 the farmers from the land. But little has 
been said of the other tentacles that choke off the 
livelihood of the small owner and the tenant. We do 
not wish to minimize the seriousness of these 
droughts and their effects on the farming population. 
But droughts alone would not have permanently 
displaced these farmers. The great majority of 
migrants had already become share-tenants and 
sharecroppers. The droughts hastened a process that 
had already begun. We submit the following as the 
cases for migratory agricultural workers:

1.	� High interest rates. Often a farmer borrows 
money for periods of 10 months and is charged an 
interest rate of 10 percent. These rates are 
charged when crops are good and when they fail. 
Through such practices the farmer loses his 
ownership; he becomes a tenant, then a 
sharecropper, then a migrant.

2.	� The tenant and sharecropping system. When 
share tenants are charged 33 1/3 percent of all 
corn or feed crops and 25 percent or more on 
cotton, plus 10 percent on all money borrowed at 
the bank, when sharecroppers are charged 50 to 
75 percent of all he produces to the landlords, 
plus 10 percent for the bank’s share on money 
invested; when these robbing practices are carried 
on in a community or a State, is it surprising that 
33,241 farm families have left Oklahoma in the 
past 5 years?

3.	� Land exhaustion, droughts, soil erosion, and  
the one-crop system of farming. Lacking capital 
and equipment, small farmers have been  
unable to terrace their land or conduct other  
soil-conservation practices. The tenant and 
sharecropping system is chiefly responsible for 
the one-crop system. The landlord dictates what 
crops are to be planted—invariably cotton—and 
the tenant either plants it or gets off.

4.	� Unstable markets. Approximately a month and a 
half before the wheat harvest this year the price 
for this product was 93 cents here in Oklahoma 
City. But at harvest time the farmer sold his wheat 
for 46 cents to 60 cents per bushel, depending on 
the grade. . . . Kaffir [a grain sorghum] was selling 

Document 22.9

Otis Nation  |  Testimony to the Great 
Plains Committee, 1937
In 1936 President Roosevelt established the Great 
Plains Committee to investigate the causes of the 
Dust Bowl and possible solutions for the region. The 
committee’s report, submitted the following year, 
outlined how federal, state, and local government 
agencies could work together to restore the Great 
Plains to economic health. One of the witnesses the 
committee called to testify was Otis Nation, an 
organizer for the Oklahoma Tenant Farmers’ Union, 
whose testimony follows.

MFor months five thousand Mexicans in the 
Imperial Valley, California, have been on strike, and 
under the pretext of their upholding radical ideas, 
notwithstanding the fact that the N.R.A. has backed 
the strike, they have been treated worse than beasts 
by the authorities and farmers. They have been 
incarcerated, struck, fired upon, put out of their 
homes with their women and children with clubs, 
firearms and tear bombs, and many leaders are still 
under arrest in the prisons of that region. . . .

The Mexican Regional Confederation of Labor 
consider that the acts which motivated the 
complaints presented by our compatriots at the XI 
Convention of our Organization are radically 
opposed to the liberal purposes of the Honorable 
President—Mr. Franklin D. Roosevelt—which 
purposes he has publicly set forth on more than one 
occasion, and which he has crystallized into action, 
in some of his principles of Government so faithfully 
interpreted by you as Ambassador of that 
Democratic Administration, setting them forth in 
various addresses which you have made.

[Signed] Martin Torres, April 10, 1934

Source: “Protest Against Maltreatment of Mexican Laborers in 
California. General Secretary Martin Torres of Mexican Regional 
Confederation of Labor to United States Ambassador Josephus 
Daniels,” April 20, 1934, in Decade of Betrayal: Mexican 
Repatriation in the 1930s, by Francisco E. Balderrama and 
Raymond Rodríguez (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 
Press, 1995), 65–68.
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Put It in Context
What do these documents tell us 
about the challenges rural Americans 
faced during the Great Depression 
and their expectations regarding 
government help?

Interpret the Evidence
1.	 What does Ann Marie Low’s description of a typical day suggest about 

the particular challenges women faced during the Dust Bowl era 
(Document 22.5)?

2.	 According to John P. Davis (Document 22.6), why did the New Deal’s 
AAA fail to help black farmers? How much of the problem was 
structural and how much resulted from racial prejudice?

3.	 In the photograph of the Arkansas family (Document 22.7), how do the 
subjects seem to react to the Great Depression? Compare their plight 
to that of black sharecroppers.

4.	 Why did unions in Mexico believe that Mexican farmworkers in 
California would receive assistance from the federal government 
(Document 22.8)? Compare their assumptions with Davis’s (Document 
22.6).

5.	 According to the Great Plains Committee testimony (Document 22.9), 
what role did human-caused factors play in producing the misery that 
accompanied the dust storms of the early 1930s?

for $1.30 one month ago, and yesterday we sold 
some for 85 cents per hundred. . . .

It is obvious to all of us that farm prices are set 
by speculators. The farmer’s losses at the market 
have contributed in no small part to the farmer 
losing his place on the land. Higher prices for 
farm products are quoted when the farmer has 
nothing to sell.

5.	� Tractor farming. In Creek County, Okla., we have 
the record of one land-owner purchasing 3 
tractors and forcing 31 of his 34 tenants and 
croppers from the land. Most of these families left 
the State when neither jobs nor relief could be 
secured. This is over 10 families per machine, 10 
families who must quit their profession and seek 
employment in an unfriendly, industrialized 
farming section of Arizona or California. Many of 
these families were even unable to become 

“Joads” [the fictional family in The Grapes of 
Wrath] in these other States, and had to seek 
relief from an unfriendly national administration 
and a more unfriendly State administration. . . .

. . . There are no more important problems 
facing us than the problem of stopping this human 
erosion and rehabilitating those unfortunates who 
have already been thrown off the land. Certainly it is 
un-American for Americans to be starved and 
dispossessed of their homes in our land of plenty. 
Those who seek to exploit and harass these 
American refugees, the migratory workers, are 
against our principles of democracy.

Source: U.S. Congress, House Select Committee to Investigate  
the Interstate Migration of Destitute Citizens (Washington, DC:  
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1940–1941), 2102.
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