
Banks and Bankers in the Spotlight

The October 1929 stock market crash convention-
ally marks the start of the Great Depression,

though there were some signs of trouble beforehand.
The crash and its consequences destroyed enormous
amounts of wealth. Between 1929 and 1933, the
quantity of goods and services produced in the United
States fell by one-third, the unemployment rate in-
creased to 25 percent of the workforce, the stock mar-
ket lost 80 percent of its value, and some 7,000 banks
failed. Just as important, the crash ignited doubts
about the strength of the economy, which led con-
sumers and businesses to pull back on their spending.

Besides the crash itself, however, many economists
point to protectionist trade policies and the collapse of
international trade as contributing factors. The
Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act of 1930, signed by President
Herbert Hoover, significantly increased the cost of im-
ported goods and produced retaliatory actions by major
US trading partners. The Great Depression hit the
United States hard, but it was a worldwide phenome-
non; the drop in international trade rivaled the drop in
output of goods and services, domestically and globally.

Some historians blame the Great Depression on the
“excesses” of the 1920s. Excessive financial specula-
tion is the prime candidate, along with excessive pro-
duction of commodities, excessive building and
construction, and an increasingly uneven distribution
of wealth and income. These explanations hold
weight and help clarify the conditions that led to the
Depression, but they do not represent the sole causes
of the economic collapse. One other important factor
identified by many experts is the collapse of the US
banking system and resulting contraction of the
nation’s money stock.

As depositors withdrew the contents of their ac-
counts, banks failed, the money stock fell, and spend-
ing on goods and services declined. This, in turn,

caused businesses to reduce output, lower prices, and
to lay off workers. The resulting decline in incomes
made it harder for borrowers (both individuals and
companies) to repay loans. Defaults and bankruptcies
soared, creating a vicious spiral in which more banks
failed, the money stock contracted further, and out-
put, prices, and employment continued to decline.
The Great Depression was an economic collapse both
deep and enduring.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, before winning election
to the presidency in November 1932, was promoting
the idea that government had a significant role to play
in regulating financial affairs and assisting the public
when things went wrong. His opponent, incumbent
Herbert Hoover, initially blamed the stock market
crash on a crisis of confidence among investors, a
common notion among business elites and one that
has its supporters today. As the Depression sank in,
however, even Hoover had to admit that government
might play a more active role in turning around a bro-
ken economy. He and most of his fellow Republicans
nevertheless questioned the broad scope and expan-
sive nature of the “New Deal” being proposed by
Roosevelt.

Voters chose Roosevelt over Hoover in a landslide.
Indeed, citizens were in some cases so riled up by
the subject of bankers and banking that in some
places, such as North Dakota, legislatures called on
the federal government to take over the national
banking system; leaving it in the hands of private
concerns, they thought, was too risky. The Roosevelt
administration did not embark on such a takeover,
but it did implement a number of measures of lasting
importance, such as federally-backed deposit insur-
ance and the separation of commercial and invest-
ment banking in order to prevent the phenomenon of
bankers using other people’s money in speculative
schemes.
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� “Everybody Ought to Be Rich”
Date: August 1929

Authors: John J. Raskob

Genre: article in Ladies’ Home Journal

Summary Overview

The strongest bull stock market in US history led to unprecedented interest in investing. Millions of Americans
bought stock for the first time. There was an insatiable desire to hear about the stock market, whether it was stock
tips or stories about successful investors. Mass media—magazines, newspapers, and radio—helped to fuel and
feed the public’s desire for stock market stories and strategies. In August 1929, Ladies’ Home Journal magazine
published an interview with successful businessman and stock investor John J. Raskob. The article asserted that
“everybody ought to be rich,” and outlined an investment strategy to build wealth using stock investment. Many
view the article as an example of careless exuberance, but this is more due to the timing and assumptions of the
article than the actual investing advice. Two months after it was published, the stock market crash of October
1929 inaugurated the Great Depression. The Federal Reserve, along with some economists and bankers, had tried
since 1928 to temper the exponential growth of the market with announcements and other tactics. Their warnings
simply served to draw more attention to the increasing stock prices. Economists are not in agreement about all
the factors that contributed to the market crash in October 1929, but the uninterrupted growth of the stock market
proved to be unsustainable.

Defining Moment

The 1920s saw the biggest bull stock market in US
history—from 1920 to 1929, stocks almost quadru-
pled in value. The robust stock market made the news
and was the subject of not only conversation, but also
featured in newspapers, magazines and radio broad-
casts. With assurance of the stock market’s continued
climb, many people that knew little about investing
were attracted to it, investing for the first time. By
1929, it is estimated that over 20 million people had
invested in the stock market.

Popular media both stoked and catered to the public’s
interest in stock investing, marveling at the growth of
the market, providing stock tips and sharing stories of
people who “got rich quick.” Ladies’ Home Journal was
a popular American magazine that made most of its
profit from heavy advertising pitched to families with
above-average incomes. In the mid-1920s it had over
2 million subscribers and almost twice as many adver-
tisements as any other publication. The Journal had a

significant role in their reader’s desires to maintain,

control, and spend money.

As the market continued to boom, interest in success-

ful investors and their investment strategies grew.

One of these stock market successes was John J.

Raskob. Raskob had powerful friends and position—

he was a director of General Motors, an ally of the Du

Ponts, and would-be chairman of the Democratic Na-

tional Committee thanks to Al Smith, an unsuccess-

ful 1928 presidential candidate. Success in business

and on Wall Street made Raskob a celebrity.

In August 1929, the Journal published an article titled

“Everybody Ought to Be Rich.” It was an interview

John J. Raskob gave to Samuel Crowther, a well-

known journalist who focused on famous industrial-

ists and sharing their ideas with the public. The arti-

cle discussed the strategies and workings of long-term

dividend investing.
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In the interview, Raskob suggested that every Ameri-
can could become wealthy, simply by investing $15
per month in common stocks. The $15 would be in-
vested in one of the thirty companies from the Dow
Jones Industrials average. All dividends would be re-
invested, and the portfolio left to grow for twenty
years. The end result, Raskob predicted, would be
creation of wealth, with dividend income sufficient to
support retirement.

Raskob’s article is often pointed to as an example of
the “irrational exuberance and speculative excess” in
the continued growth of the market. However, the in-
vestment strategy he outlines is not insensible. Part of
the reason this article is regarded poorly is due to the
timing of its publication as well as Raskob’s overly op-
timistic prediction of continued high market returns.

The timing of the article was terrible—it was pub-
lished two months before the October stock crash
that ushered in the start of the Great Depression. No
huge decline on the market has ever been fully pre-
dicted—many experienced and intelligent investors
lost a lot of money as well.

The title of the article was also misleading, as it cer-
tainly was not possible for “everybody” to put that
much money into the stock market. However, most
subscribers to the Journal had an above-average in-
come, which would have been more than the average
American’s weekly salary between $17 to $22. Raskob
was not alone in his assumption that continued high
returns on investments could be sustained for the
twenty-year investment period he suggests. Raskob’s
investment strategy might be sensible, but his predic-
tion in the mammoth continuous growth of the
market is not.

In the popular culture and mass media in the 1920s,
there was much discussion about investing, but not
much scrutiny of how the markets functioned. Both
new and experienced investors alike had unrealistic
expectations of continued stock market growth. The
US Federal Reserve (the Fed) was created in 1914 to
stop credit-fueled market speculation. The 1920s saw
a large bubble in all kinds of credit products, whether

it was to purchase cars, homes, new appliances, or
even stock shares. When a certain type of stock
started generating a lot of profit, it was an attractive
target for “buying on margin.” In this situation, an in-
vestor would purchase stock on credit. If the shares
went up, the loan was paid, and the investor kept the
profit. If the shares went down, the loan plus interest
became due.

However, there were voices who warned of the unsus-
tainable nature of the explosive growth in the stock
market. The Federal Reserve started a campaign in
1928 to slow the stock market down. Through a series
of public announcements, the Fed tried to alert inves-
tors to a possible market correction, which would dev-
astate those purchasing stock on margin. Few heeded
the warnings—in fact, the warnings simply height-
ened public attention on the stock market as stocks
continued to climb. In early 1929, the Fed issued ad-
ditional warnings about the risk of excessive specula-
tion. Finally, the Fed raised interest rates in August of
1929, which coincided with the peak of the US
economy.

Though today we have the benefit of hindsight to try
to identify the many factors that led to the October
1929 crash of the stock market, economists still puz-
zle over it. There is also no agreement on just what
caused the exponential growth of the stock market
over the decade of the 1920s. While Raskob’s invest-
ing strategy was subject to bad timing and some very
optimistic assumptions, the article itself has become
an example of the “Roaring Twenties” and the power
of the stock market to both uplift and destroy.

Author Biography

John Jakob Raskob was born on March 19, 1879. His
father ran a cigar business. As a boy, Raskob studied
at both parochial and public schools. After graduating
from high school, he entered a local business school,
but dropped out to support his family doing secre-
tarial work when his father died in 1898.

In 1901, Raskob was hired by Pierre S. Du Pont as his
personal secretary. He subsequently became the assis-
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tant treasurer at the Du Pont corporation, and its trea-
surer in 1914. In 1918, he became vice president of
finance for both Du Pont and General Motors (GM).

While with GM, Raskob created GMAC, the com-
pany that allowed GM car dealers to offer installment
payments directly to consumers. He resigned from
GM in 1928 amidst a political dispute with chairman
Alfred P. Sloan. Raskob was a supporter of Demo-
cratic presidential candidate Al Smith in the 1928
election. Smith subsequently invited Raskob to be the
chairman of the Democratic National Committee
(DNC). Sloan, who supported Herbert Hoover, de-
manded Raskob resign from GM or the DNC.

Raskob resigned from GM and used the profits from
selling his GM stock to build the Empire State Build-
ing. At the time, the Chrysler Building was also under
construction, and they competed for the title of the
world’s tallest building. In 1932, when Franklin D.
Roosevelt won the election, Raskob resigned as DNC
chairman. Raskob and Smith viewed Roosevelt’s New
Deal policies as radical and problematic for economic
recovery. Raskob actively worked against Roosevelt,

raising funds for Georgia governor Eugene Talmadge
to run for president in 1936; he also worked with the
American Liberty League, an anti-New Deal
organization.

A lifelong Catholic, he gave to a number of projects
associated with the Catholic Church, including one
that provided no-interest education loans. He was ap-
pointed a Knight of St. Gregory in 1921 by Pope Pius
XI in recognition of his contributions.

In 1906, he married Helena Springer Green, with
whom he had thirteen children. Raskob died on Octo-
ber 15, 1950, in Centreville, Maryland.

The Soviet government purchased his former home at
Pioneer Point on the eastern shore of Maryland in
1972. The nineteen-room mansion was used as a re-
treat for Russian diplomats until Barack Obama or-
dered it seized by the US State Department in
response to alleged Russian interference in the 2016
US presidential election. The Trump administration
planned to return Pioneer Point to the Russians, but
as of May 2018, it was still not returned.

��

Historical Document

Everybody Ought to be Rich

From Ladies’ Home Journal, August 1929

Being rich is, of course, a comparative status. A man with a million dollars
used to be considered rich, but so many people have at least that much in
these days or are earning incomes in excess of a normal return from a million
dollars, that a millionaire does not cause any comment.

Fixing a bulk line to define riches is a pointless performance. Let us rather say
that a man is rich when he has an income from invested capital which is suffi-
cient to support him and his family in a decent and comfortable manner—to
give as much support, let us say, as has ever been given by his earnings. That
amount of prosperity ought to be attainable by anyone. A greater share will
come to those who have greater ability....

“Everybody Ought to Be Rich” • 5



Depression and Desperation

The Depression began with Herbert Hoover in the
presidency (elected 1928). Hoover and his fellow

Republican predecessor, Calvin Coolidge, strongly
believed in keeping government out of the way of pri-
vate business, so that when the crash came Hoover’s
response was to regard it as a transient phenomenon
that the next business cycle would correct. All that
was needed, he felt, was to make some adjustments
involving investment speculation to get the wheels of
commerce going again. Together with Congress, the
administration set up the Reconstruction Finance
Corporation (RFC) in January 1932 to provide gov-
ernment loans to financial institutions, large indus-
tries, railroads, and public works projects. Given the
scale of the problem, however, and especially its hu-
man dimension, the response was inadequate. Hoo-
ver became the public fall guy, seen as blind to the
plight of millions of suffering Americans.

During the Depression, women bore as much as or per-
haps even more of the brunt of the catastrophe’s ravages
than men did. Yet women were not dealt with program-
matically either under Hoover or the New Deal legisla-
tion enacted by his successor, Franklin D. Roosevelt
(FDR). Advocate-in-chief of American women, and in-
deed of all downtrodden souls, was First Lady Eleanor
Roosevelt. She spoke, wrote, and toured on behalf of
women and their needs. Generally speaking, though,
women were left to do what they had always done: work,
manage families, learn, and serve as citizens.

People of all stripes suffered during the Great De-
pression. “Bread lines” were a common phenomenon
in the cities, with people queuing for food and other
basics handed out by aid organizations. Minority
groups—African Americans, Latinos, and Native
Americans—suffered along with the rest. During the
previous decade, for example, many Mexicans had
migrated to California to become agricultural laborers
or urban workers. They were initially welcomed as a
source of cheap labor, but when the Depression set
in, they encountered hostility over the matter of jobs
and their place in the economy. A program of “repatri-

ation” was instituted under which they were deported
en masse to Mexico. Similarly, in the US northeast,
Puerto Ricans were becoming more popular as they
worked the fields and manned the factories. There
were appeals by leaders to address their specific
needs but, again, the prevailing mindset in
government was that no special treatment should be
afforded any one group.

Labor strikes were on the rise during the 1930s, an
echo of earlier decades when strikes were frequent in
major industries and when Socialism (or Democratic
Socialism) was still a significant political force. Dur-
ing the Depression, a major strike took place among
longshoremen in port cities on the West Coast, from
San Francisco to Portland, Oregon. Serious disrup-
tions to commerce occurred, and some gains were
made by the labor force, but for the most part the pro-
tests were regarded as a hindrance that had to be got-
ten out of the way so as to return business operations
to the status quo. The strikers were in some cases
dealt with harshly. Still, labor union membership did
grow during the Depression.

Radio continued its rise in popularity throughout the
1930s. FDR made good use of the medium in present-
ing his views on domestic and world affairs through
semiregular “fireside chats” broadcast via radio. In
these staged productions, Roosevelt proved himself a
consummate communicator, speaking to the “common
man” (and woman) to make his political points.

Another source of suffering, previewed in both the
present section and the one that follows, is the phe-
nomenon of the “Dusts Bowl” and related depriva-
tions in farming areas having to do with drought and
land use practices. A drought during the early 1930s
highlighted problems with weather prediction and cli-
mate assessment, along with the management of
farmlands. The crisis produced a surge of migration
from dry prairielands in the southwest to California.
Writers and photographers, from John Steinbeck to
Dorothea Lange, documented the event.
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� “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?”
Date: 1932

Authors: Yip Harburg (lyrics); Jay Gorney (composer)

Genre: song (from Americana musical revue)

Summary Overview

The Great Depression was a bleak time for American life in many crucial ways, but even in that darkness, Ameri-
cans found ways to entertain themselves. Board games became popular as a way for a family to enjoy themselves
at home, radio shows were a source of major entertainment. Movies became more popular, with many movie the-
aters showing both newsreels and movies. When people could afford to go out, vaudeville shows and musical
revues were also popular.

A vaudeville show was a series of short skits, magical acts, juggling, and other performances. The different sec-
tions were rarely connected. Musical revues, however, focused more on singing and dancing and tended to have
a thematic connection that ran through the program. While many popular songs emerged from musical revues,
“Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?” is easily the most famous. When most musical revues were discussed as a
whole show by critics, this song was highlighted on its own and received significant praise. Its themes of workers
who had pursued and built the American Dream and were now left high and dry resonated with the people who
were now out of jobs, eating at soup kitchens, and losing everything they had ever owned.

Defining Moment

The Great Depression began in October 1929 with
the massive crash of the stock market that reverber-
ated throughout the world; the global economy was
sent into utter turmoil that caused significant up-
heaval and is often cited as a cause of the rise of the
Nazi party. The Roaring Twenties, or the time be-
tween the end of the First World War and the begin-
ning of the Great Depression, are known as a time of
incredible economic prosperity where technological
advancements and economic improvements made
people’s lives better. For many people, this was true.
But there is a much darker side to the 1920s.

Racism and bigotry were rampant during the 1920s.
The paramilitary, white supremacist Ku Klux Klan
had been revitalized in 1915; by 1925, they claimed 5
million members and controlled governments in four
states. Woodrow Wilson, a president often lauded for
his handling of American involvement in World War

I, enforced segregation in the federal government,
threw civil rights leaders out of his office, and
whipped up anti-immigrant sentiments that led to the
Red Scare and the anti-immigration acts passed in
1924. And while the economy seemed to be booming
during the 1920s, the top 0.1 percent of individuals
held the same amount of wealth as the bottom 42
percent.

More than 40 percent of American families were sur-
viving at or below the poverty level. Farm prices were
distressingly low, widening the already present cul-
tural and financial gulf between the wealthy cities
and the destitute farms. Much of the new technology
that families purchased was bought on credit, trusting
that economic prosperity would continue and that it
would be easy to pay off loans in the future.

When the stock market crashed, then, the problem
was less that the average family was losing their own
money; rather, companies were sent into foreclosure,
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businesses were ruined, and regular people could no
longer find work. Without work, they couldn’t pay
their bills, including purchases they had made on
credit in better days. Banks could not collect money
that did not exist, leaving them unable to operate. The
cycle continued, driving the United States (and other
countries) further and further into a terrible situation.

Author Biography

Edgar Yipsel “Yip” Harburg was the child of Orthodox
Russian Jewish immigrants. He is most well-known to
modern musical historians as the lyricist for The Wiz-
ard of Oz; he won an Oscar for “Over the Rainbow.”

He was blacklisted through the investigations of the

House Un-American Activities Committee in the

1950s, although he was never a member of the Com-

munity Party. He did belong to the Socialist Party,

and his work often championed racial equality and

labor rights.

Jay Gorney was the child of immigrant Russian Jewish

parents. He wrote the melody to “Brother, Can You

Spare a Dime?” based on a lullaby he had heard as a

child in Russia. He is credited with having brought

Shirley Temple to Fox Films after seeing her dancing

in a movie theater lobby.
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Historical Document

Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?

They used to tell me I was building a dream
And so I followed the mob
When there was earth to plow or guns to bear
I was always there right on the job

They used to tell me I was building a dream
With peace and glory ahead
Why should I be standing in line
Just waiting for bread?

Once I built a railroad, I made it run
Made it race against time
Once I built a railroad, now it’s done
Brother, can you spare a dime?

Once I built a tower up to the sun
Brick and rivet and lime
Once I built a tower, now it’s done
Brother, can you spare a dime?

Once in khaki suits, gee we looked swell
Full of that yankee doodly dum
Half a million boots went sloggin’ through hell
And I was the kid with the drum
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Say, don’t you remember, they called me Al
It was Al all the time
Why don’t you remember, I’m your pal
Say buddy, can you spare a dime?

Once in khaki suits, ah gee we looked swell
Full of that yankee doodly dum
Half a million boots went sloggin’ through hell
And I was the kid with the drum

Oh, say, don’t you remember, they called me Al
It was Al all the time
Say, don’t you remember, I’m your pal
Buddy, can you spare a dime?

Source: https://www.lyricfind.com

��

Document Analysis

The lyrics of “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?” focus
on how the situations of working-class people
changed before and during the Great Depression. Al,
the song’s protagonist, talks about how hard he
worked for his country, fighting in wars, building rail-
roads, and constructing skyscrapers. Now, however,
he is “standing in line just waiting for bread” and beg-
ging for dimes to get by. Perhaps the most haunting
feature of the song comes in the last three verses
when it becomes clear that Al knows the person he is
singing to. If Al has to remind the listener who he is,
we can assume that the listener hasn’t recognized Al
before, or even possibly after Al makes his plea to
“remember, I’m your pal.”

In the last three verses, Al switches from “brother” to
“buddy” as he addresses the listener. Buddy is a more
familiar way of addressing the listener, but it also has
the potential to be ruder and more demanding. His re-
quest becomes more personal, and we can assume
that the listener is in a better financial position than
Al is.

While other songs of the time celebrated “We’re in
the Money” or suggested that “Life is Just a Bowl of

Cherries,” “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?” did not
flinch away from the realities for the average man dur-
ing the Great Depression.

Essential Themes

Almost as soon as it was heard, “Brother, Can You
Spare a Dime?” became an anthem of the Great De-
pression. The song was part of the musical revue
Americana; although the revue itself was not success-
ful, the song was recorded by Bing Crosby three
weeks after the show played and quickly became pop-
ular. It found new life as a protest song in the 1960s
and has been rerecorded at least once almost every
year since 1965.

The most affecting part of “Brother, Can You Spare a
Dime?” may be the clear statements that Al was a
working-class member of society up until the markets
collapsed and the economy ground to a halt. In the
United States, there has always been significant
stigma around poverty, creating the idea that if you
are poor, you’ve done something to deserve it. This
song immediately undercuts that idea by showing all
the things Al did in his life; he fought in the war, he
built railroads, he built skyscrapers, and he “[built] a
dream.” And yet, here he is, begging for a dime.
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New Deal Solutions

Key elements of Roosevelt’s “New Deal for the
American people,” as the president referred to

his program in his inaugural speech of March 1933,
were set up early on in Roosevelt’s presidency—much
of it, in fact, within the first one hundred days. It was
then that such programs and agencies as the Federal
Emergency Relief Administration (FERA), the Civil-
ian Conservation Corps (CCC), the Public Works
Administration (PWA), the Agricultural Adjustment
Administration (AAA), the Works Progress Adminis-
tration (WPA), and the Tennessee Valley Authority
(TVA) were established. Each of these agencies was
designed to bring relief to millions of unemployed or
needy Americans and, it was hoped, to shore up the
economy. Roosevelt laid out the basics of his plans in
various speeches and policy statements, including
through fireside chats listened to on the radio by citi-
zens across the nation. By and large, the public was
receptive to both the message and the man.

In attacking the great problem of unemployment in
the 1930s, the New Deal took hungry, desperate men
(for the most part) and put them to work. Through
programs like the CCC and the WPA, roads were
built, buildings were erected, National Parks were im-
proved, and towns, cities, and neighborhoods every-
where were transformed. The electrical grid was
extended by means of the Rural Electrification Ad-
ministration (REA). Such programs required not only
a large workforce to carry out the numerous labor
tasks, but also increased output by factories to pro-
duce the materials used and an expanded pool of
transport equipment to get supplies to work sites. In-
deed, many of the labor skills and management
know-how cultivated during the Depression would be
drawn on in the following decade to prepare the US
military for battle in Europe and Asia. In the mean-
time, some entire communities were erected (under
the Resettlement Administration) that featured af-
fordable modern homes, and hundreds of existing
communities were updated and beautified.

Other long-term benefits derived from the New Deal,
as well. Social Security, for example, was launched un-
der the Roosevelt Administration. It provided for the
basic economic welfare of retirees and those unable to
contribute directly to the economy. New Deal banking
legislation guaranteed deposits up to $100,000 in
FDIC (Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation)
banks—a valuable measure in light of the bank clo-
sures that took place after the 1929 stock market crash.
To oversee trading on the stock exchange and ensure
that lawful practices were pursued, a new agency was
created: the Securities and Exchange Commission
(SEC); its first head was Joseph P. Kennedy, father of
future president John F. Kennedy.

African Americans and Native Americans were able
to find work in the CCC—albeit in segregated units.
Land use improvements designed to address the Dust
Bowl phenomenon helped to return agricultural pro-
duction to its normal cycle (aided by a subsiding
drought), facilitating the return, too, of migrant farm
laborers. For American Indians, the 1930s brought
one notable improvement. John Collier, an anthropol-
ogist and social reformer, appointed by Roosevelt as
head of the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), ushered in
a series of laws culminating in the Indian Reorganiza-
tion Act of 1934. The law gave Native Americans
greater responsibility for self-government on the res-
ervations and permitted increased cultural and edu-
cational freedoms. Increasingly, too, Indians were
brought into the workforce, particularly in the areas of
building construction, logging, and fisheries.

In general, people once desperate for aid were able
to obtain food, work, and housing to meet their im-
mediate needs. Many people’s lives were trans-
formed under the New Deal, as were many whole
communities. In addition, the US economy stabi-
lized and began to grow under the early New Deal; it
would improve even more dramatically in the latter
part of the decade.
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� President Roosevelt: Fireside Chat Outlining the New Deal
Date: May 7, 1933

Author: Franklin D. Roosevelt

Genre: speech

Summary Overview

When President Franklin Delano Roosevelt took office in March 1933, the United States was in the midst of the
worst financial crisis the country had ever experienced. During Roosevelt’s first one hundred days in office, he
worked with the Congress to create social and economic programs, collectively known as the New Deal, which
were designed to stabilize the economy and provide work for the unemployed. The New Deal also included efforts
to guarantee bank deposits and prevent future bank runs, to slow the rate of farm foreclosures by providing farm-
ers with lower interest rates on their mortgages, and to provide employment to millions of Americans. In this radio
address, Roosevelt outlined the main provisions of the New Deal to the American people and explained the
causes of the economic crisis. He called for cooperation between individuals, private companies, government
bodies, and global leaders to reverse the crisis and rebuild the economy.

Defining Moment

The United States economy boomed throughout most
of the 1920s, in part due to the country’s strong posi-
tion relative to European countries still recovering
from the financial and infrastructural damage of
World War I. Abundant raw materials and technolog-
ical advances in manufacturing gave US bankers in-
vestment funds, which they used to help finance
some of Europe’s postwar recovery efforts.

However, many European economies remained weak
for years after the war, and most of Europe’s financial
progress during the 1920s came from trade and in-
vestments outside the continent. Furthermore, US
stock values were much higher relative to the actual
health of the economy. As the US economy softened
toward the end of the 1920s, its investments in Eu-
rope slowed, further weakening the European econo-
mies and jeopardizing their ability to repay their loans
to US creditors. On October 29, 1929, following a
slight drop in stock values, investors rapidly lost confi-
dence and the US stock market crashed. The value of
publicly-traded US companies fell by $30 billion in
less than one month, marking the onset of the Great
Depression.

Additionally, overproduction in the agricultural and

manufacturing sectors had led to a surplus of goods

on the domestic US market. With supply exceeding

demand, the cost of goods declined significantly, leav-

ing farmers and manufacturers unable to recover

costs or make a profit. Farmers faced foreclosure of

their property, and factories laid off industrial workers

in droves.

By the time Franklin Delano Roosevelt began his

presidential campaign in 1932, nearly one-quarter of

Americans were out of work, and many were losing

their homes and even starving. The stock market had

declined to about 20 percent of its 1929 value, and

more than one-third of US banks had collapsed, evap-

orating the savings of millions of Americans. Farmers

and industrial workers were frustrated by the federal

government’s actions under President Herbert Hoo-

ver, believing that his efforts focused too strongly on

using public funds to subsidize large companies,

rather than helping the people directly. As a result of

the public’s discontent, Roosevelt won the election by

a large margin, and he immediately set out to reverse

the downward economic spiral.
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Within his first one hundred days in office, Roosevelt
declared a multiday bank holiday, which kept the na-
tion’s banks closed (and thus in business), while he
worked with the legislature to develop a plan to main-
tain their solvency and prevent bank runs. Once the
immediate crisis passed, he worked again with Con-
gress to establish a series of government programs de-
signed to provide immediate relief and federally-
funded jobs that would put people back to work on
public-works initiatives. These programs became col-
lectively known as the New Deal and formed the cor-
nerstone of Roosevelt’s domestic policy during his
years in office.

Author Biography

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was born on January 30,
1882, in Hyde Park, New York. He was a distant cousin
of President Theodore Roosevelt. He attended the pres-
tigious Groton School in Massachusetts and received

his bachelor’s degree in history from Harvard University
in 1903. He studied law at Columbia Law School in
New York but left the school without completing his de-
gree after he passed the state bar examination in 1907.
He practiced law in New York City before being elected
to the New York State Senate in 1910.

President Woodrow Wilson appointed Roosevelt as-
sistant secretary of the Navy in 1913, a position he
held until 1920. Following an unsuccessful campaign
for US vice president under Democratic candidate
James M. Cox in 1920, Roosevelt briefly withdrew
from politics. After making a partial recovery from po-
lio, which he contracted in 1921, Roosevelt was
elected governor of New York in 1928. In 1932, Roo-
sevelt was elected president of the United States. He
was inaugurated during the nadir of the Great De-
pression and saw the country through World War II.
Roosevelt died in office on April 12, 1945.

��

Historical Document

On a Sunday night a week after my Inauguration I used the radio to tell you
about the banking crisis and the measures we were taking to meet it. I think
that in that way I made clear to the country various facts that might otherwise
have been misunderstood and in general provided a means of understanding
which did much to restore confidence.

Tonight, eight weeks later, I come for the second time to give you my re-
port—in the same spirit and by the same means to tell you about what we
have been doing and what we are planning to do.

Two months ago we were facing serious problems. The country was dying by
inches. It was dying because trade and commerce had declined to danger-
ously low levels; prices for basic commodities were such as to destroy the
value of the assets of national institutions such as banks, savings banks, insur-
ance companies, and others. These institutions, because of their great needs,
were foreclosing mortgages, calling loans, refusing credit. Thus there was ac-
tually in process of destruction the property of millions of people who had
borrowed money on that property in terms of dollars which had had an en-
tirely different value from the level of March, 1933. That situation in that cri-
sis did not call for any complicated consideration of economic panaceas or
fancy plans. We were faced by a condition and not a theory.
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There were just two alternatives: The first was to allow the foreclosures to
continue, credit to be withheld and money to go into hiding, and thus forcing
liquidation and bankruptcy of banks, railroads and insurance companies and
a re-capitalizing of all business and all property on a lower level. This alterna-
tive meant a continuation of what is loosely called “deflation”, the net result of
which would have been extraordinary hardship on all property owners and, in-
cidentally, extraordinary hardships on all persons working for wages through
an increase in unemployment and a further reduction of the wage scale.

It is easy to see that the result of this course would have not only economic ef-
fects of a very serious nature but social results that might bring incalculable
harm. Even before I was inaugurated I came to the conclusion that such a pol-
icy was too much to ask the American people to bear. It involved not only a
further loss of homes, farms, savings and wages but also a loss of spiritual val-
ues—the loss of that sense of security for the present and the future so neces-
sary to the peace and contentment of the individual and of his family. When
you destroy these things you will find it difficult to establish confidence of any
sort in the future. It was clear that mere appeals from Washington for confi-
dence and the mere lending of more money to shaky institutions could not
stop this downward course. A prompt program applied as quickly as possible
seemed to me not only justified but imperative to our national security. The
Congress, and when I say Congress I mean the members of both political par-
ties, fully understood this and gave me generous and intelligent support. The
members of Congress realized that the methods of normal times had to be re-
placed in the emergency by measures which were suited to the serious and
pressing requirements of the moment. There was no actual surrender of
power, Congress still retained its constitutional authority and no one has the
slightest desire to change the balance of these powers. The function of Con-
gress is to decide what has to be done and to select the appropriate agency to
carry out its will. This policy it has strictly adhered to. The only thing that has
been happening has been to designate the President as the agency to carry out
certain of the purposes of the Congress. This was constitutional and in keep-
ing with the past American tradition.

The legislation which has been passed or in the process of enactment can
properly be considered as part of a well-grounded plan.

First, we are giving opportunity of employment to one-quarter of a million of
the unemployed, especially the young men who have dependents, to go into
the forestry and flood prevention work. This is a big task because it means
feeding, clothing and caring for nearly twice as many men as we have in the
regular army itself. In creating this civilian conservation corps we are killing
two birds with one stone. We are clearly enhancing the value of our natural re-
sources and second, we are relieving an appreciable amount of actual distress.
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Voices of Dissent

As welcome as the New Deal was for many Ameri-
cans, the program had legions of critics. Most of

these came from the business community and from
Republican opponents of Franklin Delano Roosevelt
(FDR) and his administration. They felt that the pres-
ident had overstepped his bounds in terms of both fi-
nancing the New Deal and exerting presidential
authority over economic affairs. Indeed, Roosevelt’s
own Treasury Secretary, Henry Morgenthau, pushed
for a different direction in the administration, one
more responsive to the needs of the private sector; but
he lost the battle to the reformers within Roosevelt’s
Cabinet.

Other criticisms came from the left. One such cri-
tique was in the form of a campaign started in Califor-
nia called End Poverty in California (EPIC); it was
launched in 1933-34 by the socialist writer and gu-
bernatorial candidate Upton Sinclair. It called for
even more massive public works programs, sweeping
tax reforms, guaranteed pensions for all workers, and
more. Although Sinclair lost his electoral bid, EPIC is
thought to have had an impact on the second phase of
Roosevelt’s New Deal, which kicked in in 1935 and
saw yet more agencies and reform programs being
created.

Another populist challenge to Roosevelt came in
the guise of Senator Huey Long of Louisiana. In his
“Share Our Wealth” program, Long argued for cap-
ping household wealth at $100 million, limiting an-
nual income to $1 million, and restricting
inheritances to no more than $5 million. In addi-
tion, he would supply every household with a
one-time grant of $5,000 (about $100,000 in 2021
dollars), provide a minimum annual income, offer
free college or vocational training, free medical ser-
vice, and a variety of other measures to end the De-
pression and get people back on their feet. Such
grandiose promises ultimately came to naught,

though they did raise Long’s profile on the national
stage.

We present here, too, a 1935 piece entitled “A Black
Inventory of the New Deal,” by the journalist, lawyer,
and activist John P. Davis. In it, Davis takes the Roo-
sevelt administration to task for not doing enough on
black civil rights and putting in place policies and pro-
grams that in some cases actually worsened the situa-
tion of African Americans.

On the far right of the political spectrum, we find Fa-
ther Charles Coughlin producing “radio sermons”
that mixed religion and politics to form a critique of
Roosevelt and the New Deal. Once a more moderate
voice who supported FDR, Coughlin tapped into pop-
ulist sentiments to spread his increasingly dark,
anti-Semitic views as time passed. We present ex-
cerpts of two of his radio broadcasts in the present
section, in part to illustrate the progression in his
thought and rhetoric.

The US Supreme Court also had its say regarding the
New Deal. One early program, the National Indus-
trial Recovery Act (NIRA), established codes of fair
competition in the marketplace, including codes for
production levels, prices, and wages. The Supreme
Court ruled in 1935 that such government involve-
ment in commerce rode roughshod over the interests
of private firms and could not be tolerated. Another
program, the Agricultural Adjustment Administration
(AAA), set production quotas in the farming industry
and subsidized certain commodities. This too fell un-
der the Court’s scrutiny and was abolished. In the
face of such reversals, Roosevelt, in 1937, sought to
expand the number of seats on the Supreme Court
and bring in justices favorable to his viewpoint. The
effort, however, fell by the wayside when the public
failed to support it and further roadblocks were
thrown up by enemies of the New Deal.
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� Upton Sinclair on Ending Poverty in California
Date: October 13, 1934

Author: Upton Sinclair

Genre: article

Summary Overview

Socialist author and activist Upton Sinclair ran for governor of California on the Democratic Party ticket in 1934.
He campaigned on the tenets of his End Poverty in California (EPIC) movement, which included public works,
guaranteed pension for certain California residents, and tax reform. Though Sinclair was ultimately unsuccessful
in the general campaign against Republic governor Frank Merriam, his EPIC movement proved popular in the
years to come, influencing New Deal policies and pushing the Democratic Party to acknowledge its more
progressive members on the left.

Defining Moment

Upton Sinclair was a prominent Socialist activist. Yet,
seeing an opening in the Democratic Party’s primary
for the 1934 California gubernatorial race, he decided
to run on the Democratic ticket. Sinclair’s 1933 book
I, Governor of California, and How I Ended Poverty: A
True Story of the Future presented his plans for Cali-
fornia if elected governor. The End Poverty in Califor-
nia (EPIC) movement constituted an overhaul of the
state’s economy in order to aid the large number of
unemployed workers.

EPIC called for the state’s seizure of unused farms
and factories where the unemployed would be put to
work. With these “production-for-use” farms,
Sinclair’s goal was to have the state reach full employ-
ment of its workforce, something that could not be ac-
complished in a capitalist system. Two new agencies
would manage this organization of labor: the Califor-
nia Authority for Land and the California Authority
for Production. In addition, Sinclair planned for
large-scale tax reform, in which the wealthiest would
be taxed at a higher rate (30 percent), and the creation
of state pensions for older and disabled Californians.
A third new agency, the California Authority for
Money, would oversee these changes.
The EPIC movement was widely popular among Cali-
fornians hurting from the effects of the Great Depres-
sion. By the time of the primary, there were roughly

800 local clubs in the state oriented around EPIC ini-
tiatives and electing Sinclair as governor. The weekly
newspaper EPIC News featured articles written by
Sinclair and helped spread campaign messages. The
strategy proved effective as Sinclair won the Demo-
cratic primary by a significant margin.

Author Biography

Upton Sinclair (1878-1968) was a prolific writer, ac-
tivist, and Socialist politician. His most famous work,
The Jungle (1906), was an investigation of the Chi-
cago stockyards and poor working conditions in the
meatpacking factories there. This work was a singular
example of muckraking journalism, a category defined
by detailed and critical accounts of corruption.
Though Sinclair intended to draw attention to worker
conditions, The Jungle’s exposé led to more awareness
about unsanitary conditions in American slaughter-
houses. As a result, the government was inclined to
pass more stringent food inspection laws.

Sinclair left the east coast for California in 1914,
where he was an ardent supporter of the Socialist
Party. He continued to write, publishing a series of
muckraking novels in the 1920s and 1930s, while si-
multaneously running for office as a member of the
Socialist Party. Sinclair was the Socialist candidate
for California governor twice before running in the

289



Democratic Party primary in 1934. Following
Sinclair’s unsuccessful bid for governor, I, Candidate
for Governor: And How I Got Licked was published in
1935, an account of his experience running for office.

Sinclair continued writing novels and autobiograph-
ical works into the 1960s.

��

Historical Document

End Poverty in California: The EPIC Movement

By Upton Sinclair
Democratic Candidate for Governor of California

The meaning of our movement to End Poverty In California and its polling
the largest vote ever cast in a California primary, is that our people have
reached the saturation point as regards suffering. We are just about to begin
the sixth year of the depression. We have one-and-a-quarter million persons
dependent upon public charity, and probably as many more who are able to
get only one or two days’ work a week or who are
dependent upon relatives and friends. That is too
heavy a burden of suffering for any civilized
community to carry.

A man’s attitude toward this situation depends
upon one factor. If he believes that private indus-
try is “coming back,” he is willing to wait and en-
dure and patch things up. But finally in must
occur to him to wonder whether the thing called
“prosperity” will ever come back again. If he
makes up his mind that it is not coming back, then
his whole attitude changes and he is ready to con-
sider some new procedure, thoroughgoing and
drastic.

I have been telling the people of California for the past year that this is the
permanent crisis, the one which does not pass away. I claim to speak with au-
thority, because I have devoted my whole thinking life to the study of depres-
sions, their cause and their cure; I proved my knowledge by predicting
thirty-one years ago, and continuously ever since, this particular crisis, the
“permanent” one. I assert that it is caused by the overproduction not merely of
consumption goods such as food and clothing which are quickly used up, but
of production goods, the great machines and factories, which do not get used
up but stay right where they are.
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“THE PERMANENT CRISIS”
I am telling the people of America that we have ten million unemployed who
will never work again while the present system endures. For the past year I
have been telling the people of California that the burden of supporting their
permanently unemployed million-and-a-quarter is driving cities, counties,
and State directly into bankruptcy. I have told them that in some hundred and
fifty mass meetings, attended by from one thousand to fifteen thousand per-
sons. I have told them in some three hundred thousand pamphlets and some
five million copies of weekly newspapers. And in August some four hundred
and fifty thousand of them went to the polls and said that they agreed with
me.

Just what is to be done? No more important question confronts the American
people today. If we do not find an orderly solution, we are going straight into
the course of horrors which we have witnessed in Germany. I have believed
all my life in democracy, the right and ability of the people to govern them-
selves. I am now offering the people of my home State a plan and a technique
of procedure which will remedy the depression by gradual stages in a peace-
able and human fashion, without violence and the overthrow of our political,
industrial, or social system.

The “EPIC” (End Poverty in California) movement proposes that our unem-
ployed shall be put at productive labor, producing everything which they
themselves consume and exchanging those goods among themselves by a
method of barter, using warehouse receipts or labor certificates or whatever
name you may choose to give to the paper employed. It asserts that the State
must advance sufficient capital to give the unemployed access to good land
and machinery, so that they may work and support themselves and thus take
themselves off the backs of the taxpayers. The “EPIC” movement asserts that
this will not hurt private industry, because the unemployed are no longer of
any use to industry.

We plan a new cooperative system for the unemployed. Whether it will be
permanent depends upon whether I am right in my belief about the perma-
nent nature of the depression. If prosperity comes back the workers will drift
back into private industry. No harm will have been done, because certainly
the unemployed will produce something in the meantime, and the State will
be that much to the good.

NEW COOPERATIVE SYSTEM
To meet the immediate emergency in our State and get the money to start our
new cooperative system, we propose what we call an “EPIC” tax. That is an ad
valorem tax on property assessed above $100,000, which means about
$250,000 of actual value. This tax will fall almost entirely upon our great cor-
porations and utilities, and to make it easier for them we shall make it payable
at the option of the State, in goods and services. That will give us most of the
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Politics and Renewal

Republican critics of Roosevelt and the New Deal
were generally heartened by the US Supreme

Court’s destruction of two major components of the
administration’s agenda: the National Industrial Re-
covery Act and the Agricultural Adjustment Act (in
1935 and early 1936, respectively). Republicans gath-
ered in June 1936 in Cleveland, Ohio, to nominate
Governor Alf Landon of Kansas as their presidential
choice and newspaper editor Frank Knox of Illinois as
vice president. These names are little remembered to-
day, mainly because the Landon-Knox ticket was
thoroughly routed in the general election taking place
in November of that same year. (Franklin D. Roose-
velt and his running mate John Nance Garner of
Texas captured nearly 61 percent of the popular vote
and 523 electoral votes, compared to Landon-Knox’s
36.5 percent and 8 electoral votes.) The American
public at large, it seemed, far preferred FDR’s govern-
ment programs and “managed economy” over the Re-
publicans’ stated preference for limited government
and a laissez-faire approach to the economy.

Roosevelt hoped to take the message sent by voters to
the bank, as it were, doubling down on the New Deal
in another round of legislation and reform packages.
He spoke at his second inauguration of “the need to
find through government the instrument of our united
purpose to solve for the individual the ever-rising
problems of a complex civilization”—a grand goal if
ever there was one. He said that “science and democ-
racy together” had begun to provide “an ever-richer
life and ever-larger satisfaction to the individual.” Ac-
cordingly, the Roosevelt administration would con-

tinue to develop programs that addressed unemploy-
ment, poor living conditions, educational needs,
housing needs, infrastructural needs, and the need to
boost productivity in industry and agriculture.

A year later (in 1938), the US economy once again
faced major difficulties. Addressing the nation
through one of his fireside radio chats, Roosevelt
sought to reassure listeners that the federal govern-
ment was taking on the renewed recession of that year
and that, with the help of individuals and businesses,
it would soon restore balance to the economy. He ad-
vised the public not to be alarmed by the rising na-
tional debt, because the money would return to the
Treasury in the form of tax payments once workers
were employed and total wages returned to previous
levels. The president concluded by noting that while
his efforts may not always be perfect, he only had the
American public’s best interests at heart and was con-
fident that eventually a lasting solution to the
economic crisis would be had.

At the same time, liberals in Congress lost control in
1938 and only more centrist legislation stood a chance
of passing. Among other laws enacted at this time were
the Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act—a measure de-
signed to protect consumers from harmful or fraudu-
lent products-and the Fair Labor Standards Act—
which set out a policy of forty hours per week for fed-
eral workers or those involved in interstate commerce
(with time-and-a-half overtime pay); established a right
to a minimum wage; and barred employment of child
laborers, among other provisions.
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� Alf Landon’s Acceptance Speech as the Republican
Nominee for President
Date: July 23, 1936

Author: Alf Landon

Genre: speech

Summary Overview

Since 1789, a presidential election has been held every four years, with various political parties selecting individu-
als to represent them in the election. Although the selection process has changed throughout the decades, after
George Washington’s presidency any individual hoping to have a realistic chance of gaining the presidency had
to be the nominee of one of the major political parties. In 1936, Alf Landon had become the nominee of the Republi-
can Party to run against Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR), who was seeking his second term. If Landon hoped to
win, his acceptance speech had to make a big impact on a national audience via the medium of radio.

As governor of Kansas, Landon not only wrote the speech in Topeka, he delivered it there, even though the Repub-
lican Convention had been held earlier in the summer in Cleveland. As Roosevelt had not solved all the issues re-
lated to the Great Depression, but generally remained popular, Landon and the Republicans had to offer an
alternative vision that would inspire the American people to support them over Roosevelt in the election.

Defining Moment

As Alf Landon accepted the Republican nomination
for US president, he and his supporters knew it would
be an uphill battle. In 1932 Franklin Roosevelt had
defeated the incumbent Republican president, Her-
bert Hoover, in a landslide, winning forty-two of the
forty-eight states and over 88 percent of the electoral
votes. Roosevelt was very active in trying to overcome
the problems stemming from the stock market crash
of 1929, especially as compared to Hoover, who gen-
erally thought the situation would correct itself. Thus,
Landon had to overcome the legacy of Hoover in peo-
ple’s minds while also demonstrating that his actions
would be more effective than Roosevelt’s. Moreover,
Roosevelt’s “fireside chats” on the radio had made him
a familiar figure in almost every household, making
the challenge for a newcomer all the greater.

As it happens, Landon and his campaign staff made a
disastrous decision regarding the delivery of the
speech. Up until 1932, the norm was that presidential
candidates, being important personages, acted as if

they were above the everyday scrum of party politics

going into an election. They pretended to be not really

interested in securing their (or any) party’s nomina-

tion, which in turn meant that they did not attend the

party’s nominating convention. Acceptance speeches

in those days were given days or weeks after the end of

the convention.

In 1932, however, Franklin Roosevelt changed this,

attending the convention that nominated him and giv-

ing his acceptance speech on the last night of the con-

vention, to thunderous applause. Four years later the

Republicans, as the party out of power, held their

convention in early June, with the Democrats holding

theirs seven weeks later. As in 1932, Roosevelt gave

his acceptance speech the last night of his conven-

tion. Landon, on the other hand, followed the old pat-

tern of delaying his. It was almost six weeks after the

close of the Republican Convention and the very day

the Democratic Convention opened, when Landon

delivered this speech.
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While the speech did receive national coverage,
hopes that it would overshadow the Democrats gath-
ering in Philadelphia failed. Going into the race, Roo-
sevelt had been a popular figure and his accomplish-
ments had already set the tone of the contest. Having
been almost invisible since the Republican Conven-
tion, Landon lost any advantage he or the Republi-
cans might have had by holding their convention first.
One publication printed a satirical article in which
Landon was said to have been placed on a list of miss-
ing persons by a federal law enforcement agency,
since no one had seen him for weeks. Thus, the bar
was high for the speech and ultimately Landon did
not capture voters’ attention in delivering it.

Author Biography

Alfred Mossman Landon (1887-1987) was born in
Pennsylvania, raised in Ohio, and graduated from the
University of Kansas, in which state he made his

home. After serving as an officer in the Army during

World War II, he entered the Kansas oil industry and

became a millionaire. He was active in politics, serv-

ing as the state Republican chairman in the late

1920s. After splits in the party cost Republicans the

1930 gubernatorial election, he decided to run for

governor and won in 1932 and 1934. As a progressive

Republican, he sought to unite the party against

Franklin Roosevelt, winning the nomination for the

presidency in 1936. However, he was decisively de-

feated in the general election, winning only two states

and eight electoral votes. He never again ran for of-

fice, but continued to support the moderate to liberal

wing of the Republican Party. He described himself

as a “practical progressive.” He was married twice and

had three children, one of whom, his daughter Nancy

Landon Kassebaum, was elected to the US Senate

from Kansas.
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Historical Document

Mr. Chairman, Members of the Notification Committee, Ladies and Gentle-
men:

I accept the nomination of the Republican Party for the Presidency of the
United States. In accepting this leadership I pray for Divine Guidance to
make me worthy of the faith and the confidence which you have shown in me.

This call, coming to one whose life has been that of the everyday American, is
proof of that freedom of opportunity which belongs to the people under our
government. It carries with it both an honor and a responsibility. In a republic
these cannot be separated.

Tonight, facing this honor and responsibility, I hope for the gift of simple and
straightforward speech. I want every man and woman in this nation to under-
stand my every word, for I speak of issues deeply concerning us all.

The citizen who assumes the direction of the Executive branch of our Gov-
ernment, takes an oath that he will “faithfully execute the office of President
of the United States, and will,” to the best of his ability, “preserve, protect,
and defend the Constitution of the United States.” This oath carries the obli-
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gation, so to use executive power that it will fulfill the purposes for which it
was delegated.

No man, in common good faith to his fellow citizens, may rightfully assume
the duties of the high office of Chief Executive and take the oath that goes
with the office, unless he shall intend to keep and shall keep his oath
inviolate.

It is with a full understanding of the meaning of this oath that I accept this
nomination.

The 1936 platform of the Republican Party has my complete adherence. It
sets out the principles by which we can achieve the full national life that our
resources entitle us to enjoy.

There is not time to lay our whole program before you tonight; I can touch
only upon a few phases of it. The others, I hope to discuss with you in detail as
the campaign progresses.

I intend to approach the issues fairly, as I see them, without rancor or passion.
If we are to go forward permanently, it must be with a united nation—not
with a people torn by appeals to prejudice and divided by class feeling.

The time has come to pull together.

No people can make headway where great numbers are supported in idleness.
There is no future on the relief rolls. The law of this world is that man shall eat
bread by the sweat of his brow. The whole American people want to work at
full time and at full pay. They want homes, and a chance for their children,
reasonable security, and the right to live according to American standards.
They want to share in a steady progress. We bind ourselves with a pledge we
shall not ignore, thrust aside, or forget, to devote our whole energy to bringing
these things about.

The world has tried to conquer this depression by different methods. None of
them has been fully successful. Too frequently recovery has been hindered, if
not defeated, by political considerations.

Our own country has tried one economic theory after another. The present
Administration asked for, and received, extraordinary powers upon the assur-
ance that these were to be temporary. Most of its proposals did not follow fa-
miliar paths to recovery. We knew they were being undertaken hastily and
with little deliberation.

But because the measures were supposed to be temporary, because every-
body hoped they would prove successful, and because the people wanted the
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Social and Cultural Developments

In this section we look at selected developments in

US social and cultural affairs during the Depres-

sion years. Of primary interest to researchers, for ex-

ample, was the establishment of the National

Archives in 1934. The organization was charged with

maintaining the nation’s key historical documents

and the masses of documents generated by the vari-

ous agencies of the federal government. The New

Deal, with its vast array of agencies, made this a ne-

cessity if future researchers were to be able to access

materials without going door to door among the agen-

cies, as was previously the case. Besides portions of

the Congressional act creating the Archives, we in-

clude here a sample of material from one of the less

prominent yet nonetheless historically significant

agencies, the Federal Writers’ Project (FWP). A part

of the Works Progress Administration (WPA), this

program put unemployed writers to work while also

producing scores of valuable descriptions of Ameri-

can life in the 1930s. Most of material produced by

the FWP was published and read by the public, not

simply archived.

Another “read” on American attitudes in the 1930s
came in the form of the first nationwide “scientific
opinion poll,” developed by George Gallup. The first
test of the new tool was in the 1936 presidential elec-
tion, and it passed the test handily. Although by to-
day’s standards the information provided was rather
basic, political observers nonetheless learned valu-

able lessons from the poll and would go on to rely on
such polls in all future elections.

On the international scene, as well as at home in the
United States, a milestone in black history occurred
when, in 1936, the track-and-field athlete Jesse
Owens represented the United States in several com-
petitions at the Olympic Games in Munich. Germany
was then under the control of the Nazi regime, and a
winning African American athlete did not fit with Hit-
ler’s vision of white superiority.

Another black history milestone is represented here
by a letter of thanks from an audience member at the
opera singer Marian Anderson’s historic concert on
the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in 1939. Although
Anderson, an artist of color, was not permitted to sing
to an integrated audience in Constitution Hall in the
capital (due to conservative opposition), Eleanor Roo-
sevelt persuaded government authorities to allow the
singer to perform in an open-air concert. It was at-
tended by over 75,000 audience members and was
also broadcast over the radio to millions of listeners.

The final selection here concerns the great 1939
World’s Fair in New York. There are many aspects of
this event worthy of note, from its presentation of sci-
ence and technology to its promotion of world cul-
tural exchange and comity among nations. We look at
one writer’s take on the event here, that of the Ameri-
can author and editor E. B. White.
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� National Archives Act
Date: June 19, 1934

Author: US Congress

Genre: law

Summary Overview

The National Archives were created through an act of Congress in 1934. The law established the National Ar-
chives as the official archives of federal documents and the national archivist as the agency’s chief administra-
tor. Prior to this legislation and the formal organization of federal record keeping, there was no centralized
organization or preservation for governmental documents. As a result of this act of Congress, the National Ar-
chives have since sought to increase public access to governmental records and preserve different sorts of
documents in its facilities.

Defining Moment

In the first part of the twentieth century, the United
States had begun to acknowledge the poor manage-
ment of its historical records. During this period, fed-
eral records were kept in a variety of locations and in
different states of preservation. Governmental docu-
ments had been kept in numerous unsecure loca-
tions, where their fate was often uncertain. Because
they were not properly preserved or monitored, these
records could fall into disrepair. Likewise, the public
had no access to these records, so their preservation
was often overlooked.

The Public Buildings Act of 1926 was the first legisla-
tion to address these ongoing issues. This act funded
the construction of several government buildings in-
cluding one for the federal government’s archives.
Construction would not begin until 1931 with a
building designed by the architect John Russell Pope.
Importantly, in addition to its preservation of histori-
cal documents, the Archives building would also en-
courage public engagement with a planned, large
exhibition space. Meanwhile, the issue of federal re-
cord keeping began to gain more sway. Prior to the
building’s construction, the “White House Garage,”
located at 21st and L Streets N in Washington, DC,
was a particularly notorious site for housing federal
records. In 1927, an examiner reported to President

Calvin Coolidge that documents from the period of
World War I kept in the Garage were in complete dis-
array. This report intensified political action around
the creation of a national archive.

Around this same time, John Franklin Jameson
(1859-1937) emerged as a tireless supporter of the es-
tablishment of a federal archive building. As a profes-
sional historian, a founding member of the American
Historical Association, and director of the historical
research department at the Carnegie Institute,
Jameson pushed for the organized preservation of the
United States’ documentary history. From early in his
career, Jameson recognized the poor maintenance of
the country’s historical documents. For nearly three
decades, Jameson persistently advocated for the con-
struction of a building and a national record-keeping
agency.

Author Biography

The Seventy-Third session of the United States Con-
gress met from 1933 to 1935 during President Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt’s first term in office. As well as
controlling the presidency, the Democratic Party
formed the majority of both the Senate and the House
of Representatives, allowing the party to write and
pass a variety of progressive legislation during this
period.
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In order to combat the effects of the Great Depres-
sion, legislation passed by the Seventy-Third Con-
gress was diverse and wide-ranging. As part of
Roosevelt’s New Deal program, laws passed during
this session included those that regulated commercial
banking as well as set up various infrastructure initia-
tives. In addition to the National Archives, other

agencies created during this session included the

Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) to promote the

economic development of this region, and the Securi-

ties and Exchange Commission (SEC), a federal

agency overseeing public companies and protecting

their investors from fraud.
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Changing Ground

Although a variety of matters in foreign policy
arose in the 1930s, the overriding one was the

question of neutrality versus war-or preparations for
war-as Europe once again headed toward major
armed conflict and tensions arose in the Far East be-
tween Japan and other nations. Neutrality proponents
in the United States made up a large proportion of the
populous, and leaders in the neutrality camp suc-
ceeded in keeping the nation out of World War II un-
til the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor finally turned
the tide. (These topics are discussed more extensively
in two related Defining Documents works, The 1930s
and World War II.)

Before that, however, there were a number of dissent-
ing voices urging the US government to get involved
in the fight against Nazism as well as Japanese imperi-
alism. We present a couple of important examples in
the present section. The first is a 1938 telegram writ-
ten by a group of notable American writers demand-
ing that the Roosevelt administration do more to
address the horrible pogroms against Jews then taking
place in Nazi Germany. (The message was sent spe-
cifically in response to the Kristallnacht (Night of Bro-
ken Glass) event in which Jews were targeted by Nazi
paramilitary forces.) Their message, unfortunately,
fell on deaf ears.

The second example is a famous letter written by the
great physicist Albert Einstein, himself a refugee from
Nazi oppression, to Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR)
encouraging the US government to development of a
nuclear weapon to check any Nazi advances in this
area. Ultimately, of course, the United States would go
on to create an atomic bomb through the Manhattan

Project, though it would not be used against Germany,
who had by then been defeated, but rather against
Japan, which remained at war.

We also include here a selection of documents from
the post-Depression era that reflect the Depression
and its legacy in later years. The first is a noted 1942
speech by FDR’s political associate Henry A.
Wallace, who served variously as agricultural secre-
tary, commerce secretary, and vice president and was
known for his progressive views. In this speech,
Wallace invokes the needs and ideals of the “common
man,” based on his experiences during the previous
decade and his vision for the future. (Wallace would
go on to run as a presidential candidate on the Pro-
gressive Party ticket in 1948, losing to Democrat
Harry Truman.)

Also included here is a brief 1942 interview with a
“common man” on the Republican side. The inter-
viewee, a mid-level railroad employee, laments what
Roosevelt and his New Deal has wrought and wishes
that Herbert Hoover had continued in the presidency.

Finally, we look at a landmark development of the
post-Depression, post-World War II era in the area of
global banking and finance. The World Bank and its
companion International Monetary Fund were de-
signed to arrest investor panics in international mar-
kets and also to fund the development of stable
governments around the world. These two institu-
tions remain prominent players on the world scene to-
day, and yet they trace their roots to financial and
political crises that first emerged in the 1930s and
early 1940s.
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� Telegram from Thirty-Six American Writers to President
Roosevelt concerning Nazi Germany
Date: November 16, 1938

Authors: Thirty-six American Writers

Genre: protest

Summary Overview

The telegram reproduced here, from thirty-six American writers in New York City to President Franklin Roosevelt

in Washington, D.C., sounded the alarm about events in Nazi Germany in November 1938. On November 9 and 10,

Nazi Germany unleashed a series of pogroms against Jewish persons, synagogues, and businesses, an event

that came to be known as Kristallnacht, or Night of Broken Glass. The writers of this telegram believed that it was

time for the American government to respond by ceasing to trade with Nazi Germany, thereby registering its con-

demnation. The signatories represented a broad array of American writers, journalists, and playwrights. They

hoped to persuade President Franklin Roosevelt to act in the face of increasing violence toward German Jews,

declaring that to do nothing was immoral.

Defining Moment

The rise of Nazi Germany created concern in Europe
and America. Adolf Hitler initiated an aggressive for-
eign policy that threatened the peace in Europe. Nei-
ther France nor England had the will to confront
Hitler, and the United States, deep in the Great De-
pression, was largely isolationist. Franklin Roosevelt
had to balance his controversial domestic policies
with a cautious foreign policy. He did not want to
worsen relations between the Unites States and Ger-
many, fearing that it would reduce trade and damage
the US economy. Roosevelt was not unaware of the
deteriorating circumstances of German Jews. How-
ever, he felt constrained about creating an issue that
could prove detrimental to economic recovery and to
his chances for reelection.

Within the United States, there were individuals and
groups that admired Hitler and were sympathetic to his
antisemitism. Charles Lindbergh, the famous aviator
who flew solo across the Atlantic, thought Nazi Ger-
many was an important buffer between the Soviet Un-
ion and Western civilization. He helped to create the
America First Committee to oppose aid to Allies at the

beginning of World War II. Henry Ford, the founder of
Ford Motor Company, was avidly anti-Semitic, as was
the popular radio priest, Father Charles Coughlin.

On the other side, many intellectuals, Jewish groups,
Socialists, and liberal Americans were increasingly dis-
turbed by events in Germany. Martha and Waitstill
Sharp and the Unitarian Service Committee were ac-
tive in supporting Jewish refugees. Additional support
came from the American Friends Service Committee,
run by Quakers. Newspapers in the United States re-
ported on the treatment of Jews in Germany, and calls
for boycotts of German products and petitions for the
US government to halt trade with Germany arose. One
difficulty in arousing opposition to Nazi policies was
the reluctance of Americans to have the government
intervene in domestic German affairs.

The thirty-six writers sent their telegram to Roosevelt
aware of these conflicting forces. Their indignation
caused them to demand action because they felt that
it was immoral to do nothing while German Jews suf-
fered. The message arrived at the White House via
Western Union, but there is no evidence that Roose-
velt ever responded to their message.
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Author Biography

The authors who signed their names to the telegram
reflect a range of American writers in 1938. Pearl S.
Buck, Ena Ferber, Dashiell Hammett, and John
Steinbeck were popular novelists. S. N. Behrman,
Lillian Hellman, George S. Kaufman, Eugene
O’Neill, and Thornton Wilder were well-known play-
wrights. Marc Connelly received the Pulitzer Prize for
drama in 1930. Robinson Jeffers and Dorothy Parker
were poets. Parker’s husband, Alan Campbell, was a

popular screenwriter. Sidney Howard wrote the

screenplay for Gone with the Wind. Newton Arvin,

Van Wyck Brooks, and Louis Kronenberger were lit-

erary critics. John Chamberlin and George Seldes

were journalists. Dorothy Thompson, a daring jour-

nalist, was ordered out of Germany by Adolf Hitler in

1934 after an unflattering interview was published.

John Gunther, a prominent journalist, had his book

Inside Europe, an account to Hitler’s rise to power,

banned by the German Gestapo in January 1937.

��

Historical Document

President Roosevelt

This appeal comes to you from thirty-six American writers. We feel we no lon-
ger have any right to remain silent. We feel that the American people and the
American government have no right to remain silent, while a German govern-
ment celebrates each of its shocking victories in the international field by the
increasingly inhuman oppression of those whose only crime is that they are at
that government’s mercy.

Thirty five years ago a horrified America rose to its feet to protest against the
Kishinev pogroms in Tsarist Russia. God help us if we have grown so indiffer-
ent to human suffering that we cannot rise now in protest against the pogroms
in Nazi Germany. We do not believe we have grown so indifferent, and we do
not think the world should be allowed to think we have. We feel that it is
deeply immoral for the American people to continue having economic rela-
tions with a government that avowedly uses mass murder to solve its eco-
nomic problems. We ask you to sever trade relations with Nazi Germany, to
declare an embargo on all German goods, signed

Newton Arvin, Pearl Buck, S N Behrman, Norah Benjamin, Van Wyck
Brooks, John Chamberlin, Alan Campbell, Marc Connelly, Robert Cantwell,
Paul de Kruif, Major George Fielding Eliot, Ena Ferber, Marjorie Fischer,
John Gunther, Dashiell Hammett, Sidney Howard, Lillian Hellman, Robin-
son Jeffers, George S. Kaufman, Louis Kronenberger, Pare Lorenz, Oliver La
Farge, Eugene O’Neill, Clifford Odets, Dorothy Parker, Murdock Pember-
ton, George Seldes, Isador Schneider, John Steinbeck, Robert Sherwood,
Dorothy Thompson, Thornton Wilder, Frances Wingar, W S Woodward,
Helen Woodward, Lesne Zugsmith.

��
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Document Analysis

The telegram was an appeal by thirty-six American
writers to President Roosevelt to respond to the in-
creasing horror of Nazi Germany’s treatment of Jews.
When Adolf Hitler penned his book Mein Kampf in
1925, he indicated that Jews were the enemy of Ger-
many. After he became German chancellor, then dic-
tator, he began to implement policies to discriminate
against German Jews, dismissing them from govern-
ment jobs. Next, Jews were stripped of their German
citizenship, and by 1938 there was increasing
violence and confiscation of property.

All the while, Germany made demands on European
countries aimed at restoring what had been lost in the
Versailles Treaty ending World War I. In 1936, Ger-
man troops marched into the Rhineland, which had
been demilitarized as a buffer between Germany and
France. Austria was incorporated into the German
Reich in 1938, and later that year at a conference in
Munich, Hitler demanded Czechoslovakia give Ger-
many portions of that country inhabited by many
German nationals.

The unwillingness of European countries to confront
Nazi aggression was frustrating, but these writers
were appalled that the United States stood by, doing
nothing in the face of these outrages. US businesses
in Nazi Germany included Coca Cola, which had
forty-three bottling plants and hundreds of distribu-
tors. Kodak did a brisk business in Nazi Germany and
IBM provided some of the technology for a German
census that identified Jews as undesirables. Ford Mo-
tor Company invested heavily in Germany.

The Great Depression in the United States caused
many Americans to fear outsiders coming to take jobs
or require assistance. German Jewish refugees poised
a threat in both categories, since many were accom-
plished professionals, but the majority had been
forced to leave all their valuables behind and were
nearly destitute. The writers recognized the political
difficulties facing refugees, but expressed their desire
for President Roosevelt to end economic activity be-
tween the United States and Germany in response to

the increasing violence against Jews. They knew this
also was unlikely, but indicated that the world must
do something to confront the Nazis. To do nothing,
they argued, was immoral.

Essential Themes

The critical issue raised by this telegram to President
Roosevelt was how the government of the United
States ought to respond to policies in another country
that threatened vulnerable groups. The writers boldly
claimed that it was immoral to do nothing while Ger-
man Jews were attacked. In July 1938, shortly before
they sent their telegram, delegates from thirty-two
countries met in Evian, France in the face of an in-
creasing Jewish refugee crisis. Only one country, the
Dominican Republic, agreed to accept additional
Jewish refugees, while the other delegates responded
that their countries had limits and quotas that re-
stricted refugee admissions. In the face of dwindling
international support, these writers compared Nazi
policies to the Czarist pogroms of the early twentieth
century that brought a reaction from Western coun-
tries. The new Nazi pogroms deserved a similar re-
sponse, and if international conferences would not
solve the issue, they addressed President Roosevelt.
They asked the president to halt trade with Nazi Ger-
many, knowing that this was an unlikely option. How-
ever, these writers were so outraged by the horror of
Kristallnacht that they felt they had to express their
view. Americans are free to write to the president with
their opinions, and these writers hoped to make their
voices heard through publicly sending this telegram.

—James A. Baer, PhD
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� Web Resources

www.facinghistory.org/resource-library?search=great%20depression
Firsthand accounts of the Great Depression and New Deal are available from this teaching resource, Facing
History & Ourselves.

www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/search/?q=great+depression
From the award-winning PBS series “American Experience,” a collection of films and other resources relating to
the Great Depression and the 1930s. Topics covered include the Dust Bowl, FDR, “riding the rails,” and more.

millercenter.org
The Miller Center at the University of Virginia. A seach on “New Deal” brings up a list of links for information
and resources regarding the 1930s. Topics include FDR, New Deal programs, oral histories from the era, car-
toons, and more.

www.fdrlibrary.org
The Franklin D. Roosevelt Library and Museum provides information on topics related to FDR's presidency and
related subjects.

erpapers.columbian.gwu.edu
The Eleanor Roosevelt Papers Project provides information relating to First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, including
archived articles, correspondence, photos, and teacher resources.

www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/fsa
The Library of Congress contains a large store of photos by noted photographers of the 1930s, including
Dorothea Lange, Walker Evans, Carl Mydans, Ben Shahn, and others.

www.archives.gov/exhibits/new_deal_for_the_arts/index.html
An online exhibit from the National Archives called “A New Deal for the Arts,” concerning public art projects
undertaken by the Works Progress Administration (WPA) in the 1930s.

besthistorysites.net/american-history/the-great-depression
A useful collection of websites relating to the Depression and the 1930s.

guides.loc.gov/great-depression-new-deal/related-resources
From the Library of Congress, a Resource Guide listing websites relating to the Great Depression and the New
Deal.
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