
THE GREAT DEPRESSION 
“We in America today are nearer to the final triumph over 
poverty than ever before in the history of any land.”  
– Herbert Hoover, August 1928 

The Great Depression was the most severe and prolonged 
in American history, lasting over a decade. 

The Great Depression was a traumatic experience for 
Americans who faced unemployment, the loss of land and 
other property, and sometimes homelessness and 
starvation. 



The Beginning of the Great 
Depression 
 October 29, 1929 “Black Tuesday” was the 

day the stock market crashed 

 First visible signs of economic crisis, but there 
were deeper problems 



Causes of The Depression 

1. Lack of Diversification – economy was too 
dependent on automobiles and construction 

2. Maldistribution of Wealth – demand was not 
keeping up with supply and factories produced 
more goods than consumers could purchase 

3. Credit Structure of the Economy – farmers deeply 
in debt, small banks failed, and big banks made 
reckless investments 

4. Declining Exports – European demand for 
American goods declined 

5. The International Debt Structure – countries in 
Europe were borrowing money to pay off loans and 
reparations and just accumulating more debt.  



The Beginning of the Great 
Depression 
 After the stock market 

crashed many banks failed 
and the money supply 
decreased by about 1/3 
causing deflation 

 By 1932, there was 25% 
unemployment and 1/3 of 
the workforce experienced 
cuts in wages and hours. 
For the rest of the 1930s 
unemployment averaged 
20% and did not drop 
below 15% 

 



Dealing with The Great 
Depression 
 Breadlines stretched for blocks outside of Red 

Cross and Salvation Army kitchens 
 Many sifted through garbage cans or waited for 

scraps outside of restaurants 
 As many as 2 million people took to the roads 

and railroads and lived as nomads 
 “Riding the Rails” 

 



Dealing with The Great 
Depression 

 One of the worst 
droughts in American 
history took place in the 
1930s as extreme heat 
and decreased rainfall 
turned land from Texas to 
the Dakotas into a 
Dustbowl 

 Many displaced farmers 
moved to California and 
elsewhere, they were 
known as Okies 



Dealing with The Great 
Depression 

 Malnutrition and homelessness 
increased as hospitals saw a striking rise 
in starvation deaths.  

 African-Americans suffered 
tremendously as whites in the South 
organized movements with slogans such 
as, “No jobs for Niggers until every White 
man has a job!” 
 Over 50% unemployment among blacks 
 Many left the South and moved north 

 The NAACP worked hard to win a place 
for blacks in the labor movement and 
urged them not to work as strike 
breakers and they started to win 
inclusion into unions. 



Dealing with The Great 
Depression 
 Mexican-Americans in the West suffered like the blacks and many 

were arbitrarily removed from relief roles or simply rounded up 
and taken across the border 

 Asian-Americans also suffered discrimination and economic 
marginalization  

 The depression helped to reinforce the belief that a woman’s 
proper place was in the home,  as there was popular disapproval 
of women’s employment 

 By the end of the 1930s, American feminism reached its lowest 
point in nearly a century 



Dealing with The Great 
Depression 
 There was a retreat from the consumerism of 

the 1920s and many households became 
extended families with many generations and 
distant relatives living under one roof  



The Depression and American 
Culture 
 American social values 

changed little during the 
Depression, as many 
believed that hard work and 
initiative could pull them out 
of their economic quagmire 
 Dale Carnegie wrote a book 

with this theme, How to Win 
Friends and Influence People 
(1936) 

 Many of the unemployed 
were very passive as they 
tended to blame themselves 
and stay at home for fear of 
shame 



The Depression and American 
Culture 

 Many writers used poverty as 
their theme in their works.  
1. Erskine Caldwell’s Tobacco 

Road exposed extreme poverty 
in the Rural South (1932) 

2. Richard Wright’s Native Son 
(1940) exposed the plight of 
African-Americans in the 
ghetto 

3. John Steinbeck’s novels were 
about workers and migrants in 
California 

4. John dos Passos’s trilogy U.S.A. 
attacked capitalism outright 



The Depression and American 
Culture 
 Radio offered a great escape 

from reality with comedy, 
adventure programs, and music.  

 Radio also provided news and 
sports to the nation. 

 The movies continued to be 
censored as no sensational or 
controversial messages were 
allowed and most films were 
deliberately forms of escapism.  

 Frank Capra made films that 
celebrated the warmth and 
goodness of small towns and 
the decency of ordinary people 



The Depression and American 
Culture 

 Life Magazine (1936) became 
the most successful magazine 
in American history due in 
large part to the escapist 
nature of its photo-journalism 

 The Popular Front was a broad 
coalition of anti-fascist groups, 
which included the American 
Communist Party 

 The American Communist 
Party reached its height of 
popularity in the 1930s with 
100,000 members 



The Depression and American 
Culture 
 3,000 Americans volunteered 

to fight against fascism in the 
Spanish Civil War 

 The Socialist Party of America 
tried to win public support but 
by 1936 only had 20,000 
members 

 The Grapes of Wrath by John 
Steinbeck is considered the 
greatest depression era novel 
with its depiction of the Joad 
family’s trials and tribulations 
as they migrate from the dust 
bowl to California 



Herbert Hoover and the 
Depression 
 Herbert Hoover stuck to his conservative 

beliefs during the Depression 

1. Would not increase government spending, 
wanted to balance the budget 

2. Proposed a tax increase to avoid a government 
deficit  

3. Had the Fed raise interest rates 

4. Maintained a high protective tariff the Hawley-
Smoot Tariff of 1930 

 
ALL BAD MOVES! 



Herbert Hoover and the 
Depression 

 Many Americans blamed the 
president for the economic crisis 
and shantytowns of unemployed 
people around cities were called 
“Hoovervilles” 

 In January of 1932, The 
Reconstruction Finance 
Corporation (RFC) was created to 
provide federal loans to troubled 
banks, railroads, and other 
businesses.  
 The program was not big enough and 

the government did not spend close to 
the amount of money that was 
appropriated, thus ensuring failure. 



Herbert Hoover and the 
Depression 

 In June of 1932, 20,000 
veterans of WWI marched 
into Washington, DC to 
demand their $1,000 bonus 
that was due to them in 
1945. 
 They became known as “The 

Bonus Army” 

 General Douglas MacArthur, 
under Hoover’s orders, 
marched in and cleared the 
capital of the Bonus Army 
and burned their tent city to 
the ground. 



Election of 1932 
 In the Election of 1932, Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt won by a landslide over Herbert 
Hoover 

 FDR promised the American people a “New 
Deal” and on March 4th, 1933 he became 
president of the United States and starts the 
country down a new path 


