Overview: The Great Depression

“This great nation will endure as it
has endured, will revive, and will prosper..."

Franklin D. Roosevelt
March 4, 1933

As Franklin D. Roosevelt spoke these simple and inspiring words, Americans from coast
to coast, weary from years of economic hardship, were willing to take the freshly minted
President at his word. He was offering them hope, which was all that many people had
left. The economic hardships brought on by the Great Depression had reached a pinnacle
by the spring of 1933. The banking system was near collapse, a quarter of the labor force
was unemployed, and prices and production were down by a third from their 1929 levels.
Just a few short years before, Herbert Hoover had proclaimed, “We in America today are
nearer to the final triumph over poverty than ever before in the history of any land.” How
could things have gone so wrong, so fast?

Conventional wisdom places the beginning of the Great Depression on “Black Tuesday”
October 29, 1929, but the factors undermining the economic stability of American and
world markets had been in play for some time. One of those factors was a lack of
diversification in the American economy throughout the 1920’s. American prosperity
had been built on a few core industries, most noteworthy automobiles and construction.
As the 1920’s progressed, market saturation began to take hold and automobile and
construction expenditures began to drop dramatically.



In addition to the declining demand for products, purchasing power began to skew
against those at the lower end of the economic ladder. As demand for products
decreased, so did wages - especially for farmers and factory workers. More and more
consumers found themselves unable to afford the goods and services the economy was
producing. This resulted in even less demand and sparked layoffs and factory shut
downs.

Yet another factor contributing to the economic woes of the nation was the dubious debt
structure of the economy. Farmers who traditionally lived on or near the edge of
economic prosperity, were being hit with the double whammy of declining crop prices
and a continuing drought that was literally turning their land to unusable dust. Crop
prices were too low to cover the fixed costs of machinery, taxes, mortgages and other
debts. By1933, nearly 45 percent of farms were behind in their mortgage payments and
faced foreclosure. Many farmers in the southwest region of the country that had come to
be called the Dust Bowl! simply abandoned their farms. These “Arkies” and “Oakies”
loaded up their families and whatever possessions they could carry and headed west.

A final factor came from beyond our borders. When World War [ finally concluded, the
Allied nations of Europe owed American banks huge sums of money. With the European
economies in shambles, not even the victorious countries were able to make their
payments to American banking institutions. They had insisted on reparations from the
defeated nations in hopes of using those resources to repay their American creditors. The
defeated nations were even less able to muster the necessary funds. American banks
refused to forgive the debts, but they did allow European governments to take out
additional loans to pay down the original debts. This created a dangerous cycle of paying
debts by incurring still more debt. By the end of the 1920’s, the American economy was
beginning to weaken due to the factors mentioned above. In an effort to protect
American manufacturing, protective tariffs were put in place making it more and more
difficult for European goods to enter the United States, and many soon defaulted on their
loans bringing about a world wide economic crisis.
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Overview: The New Deal

Upon taking office, the new President began immediately to make good on his pledge to
get the country moving again. The pace of his first one hundred days in office, beginning
in March of 1933, was a whirlwind which produced and passed no less than fifteen major
pieces of legislation. Roosevelt sought to establish broad relief measures, major new
programs in industrial and agricultural planning, and banking reform. Though the scope
of the programs he proposed seemed to some to go in all directions, the threads that held
the New Deal together were Roosevelt’s unbridled confidence in himself and the
American People, and his commitment to bring about three R’s - Relief, Recovery and
Reform.

Relief for the millions of Americans who suddenly found themselves without work,
without food, without shelter and without hope, was the President’s first priority. He had
concluded that help for the down-trodden must come from beyond the traditional private
or local government sources. He believed that the federal government needed to take on
a larger role in providing for the well-being of the American people. Though today this
concept seems quite natural, the idea of such government involvement in the affairs of
business and industry was relatively new and untested in FDR’s time. Critics from the
political right accused him of exerting too much government influence, while critics from
the left complained his programs were not ambitious enough. Roosevelt steered a steady
course and kept the American public informed about his plans and their progress through
a series of radio addresses that came to be called “fireside chats”. These broadcasts were
centered on specific topics and issues, and were delivered in warm, folksy language that
made people feel they were partners in the efforts the President was putting forth.

The experiment of the New Deal yielded varied results. Some programs were nearly
universally applauded such as the CCC, TVA, or the FDIC. Others such as the NRA were
attacked in the media or overturned in the courts. Still others such as Social Security

have become so interwoven in our social and political fabric that it is difficult to imagine
a time when they did not exist. Regardless of the fate of the individual programs, the fact
remains that the New Deal forever changed the political, social, and economic landscape
of the United States. Historians and scholars continue to debate just how successful the
relief, recovery and reform efforts of the New Deal programs were and their lingering
impacts today.
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this little girl in an area where she will have higher living standards and a greater |
opportunity to get more out of life. The picture was taken in Indiana, |
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Curriculum Guide

“This Great Nation Will Endure”: Photographs of the Great Depression

Thumbnails: FSA Photographs

This curriculum guide contains a complete class set of FSA photographs. So that students
may draw their own conclusions about the meaning and significance of the images, we
have deliberately not identified the place, date, subject or photographer on the student
copies. These thumbnails provide that information and can be shared with the students at
the teacher’s discretion.

Arthur Rothstein
Farmers at auction, Zimmtrman farm near Hastings, Nebraska. :
March 1940

Arthur Rothstein
Father and Sons Walking in the Face of a Dust Storm.
April 1936

Russell Lee

Tent home of family living in a community camp, Oklahoma
City, Oklahoma.

July 1939

Russell Lee

Christmas dinner in the home of Earl Pauley near Smithfield,
lowa. Dinner consisted of potatoes, cabbage and pie.
December 1936
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Curriculum Guide

“This Great Nation Will Endure”: Photographs of the Great Depression

{ Russell Lee

Transient Mexican worker's family from Texas. East Grand
Forks, Minnesota.

September 1937

Dorothea Lange

Dust Bowl farm, Coldwater District, north of Dalhart, Texas.
This house is occupied; most of the houses in this district have
been abandoned.

= June'1938 ' * ' '

! Russell Lee

Daughter and son of [an] agricultural day laborer living near
Webbers Falls, Oklahoma. The furnishings of this shack were

meager and broken and filthy. Muskogee County, Oklahoma.

June 1939

@8l Dorothea Lange
| Mexican migrant woman harvesting tomatoes, Santa Clara
Valley, California.

November 1938

Dorothea Lange

Family who traveled by freight train, Toppenish, Yakima Valley,
o Washington.
August 1939
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“This Great Nation Will Endure”: Photographs of the Great Depression

Dorothea Lange
Toward Los Angeles, California.
March 1937

Dorothea Lange

Unemployment benefits aid begins.» Line of men inside a
division office of the State Employment Service office at San
Francisco, California, waiting to register for benefits on one of
the first days the office was open.

January 1938

Dorothea Lange
Migrant Mother.
February 1936

Russell Lee
Labor contractor's crew picking peas, Nampa, ldaho.
June 1941

Dorothea Lange

Migrant workers' camp, outskirts of Marysville, California. The
new migratory camps being built by the Resettlement
Administration will remove people from unsatisfactory living
conditions such as these and substitute at least the minimum of
comfort and sanitation.

April 1935
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Curriculum Guide

“This Great Nation Will Endure”: Photographs of the Great Depression

Ben Shahn
| A destitute family, Ozark Mountains area, Arkansas.
October 1935

Ben Shahn
Untitled [Pulaski County, Arkansas].
October 1935
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Arthur Rothstein
Picking beans, Belle Glade, Florida.
January 1937

Edwin Rosskam

Sugar workers taking a drink of water on a plantation, Ponce
(vicinity), Puerto Rico.

4 January 1938

Edwin Rosskam
Funeral of a child, Ponce, Puerto Rico.
January 1938
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“This Great Nation Will Endure”: Photographs of the Great Depression

Arthur Rothstein

Tenant farmer moving his household goods to a new farm,
Hamilton County, Tennessee.

1937

Arthur Rothstein

State highway officials moving evicted sharecroppers away
from roadside to area between the levee and the Mzss:sszppz
*River, New Madrid Couhty, Missouri. ’
January 1939

Marion Post Wolcott
Child of migratory packinghouse workers, Belle Glade, Florida.
February 1939

Dorothea Lange

Cotton sharecroppers, Greene County, Georgia. They produce
little, sell little, buy little.

June 1937

8 Walker Evans
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Curriculum Guide

“This Great Nation Will Endure”: Photographs of the Great Depression

Marion Post Wolcott

Children and old home on badly eroded land near Wadesboro,
North Carolina.

December 1938

Ben Shahn
Cotton pickers, Pulaski County, Arkansas.
October 1935

Marion Post Wolcott

Children in the bedroom of their home, Charleston, West
Virginia. Their mother has berculosis,

Scptember 1938

Arthur Rothstein
Homes of ovster packinghouse workers, Shellpile, New Jersey.
October 1938

Russell Lee

Unemployed waorkers in front of a shack with Christmas tree,
East 12th Street, New York, New York.

January 1938

Ben Shahn

Young boy whe salvages coal from the siag heaps, Nantv Glo,
Pennsylvania.

1937
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Related Documents

President Roosevelt’s 1933 Inaugural Address

In August 1928, shortly before his election to the presidency, Herbert Hoover had
proclaimed, “We in America today are nearer to the final triumph over poverty than ever
before in the history of any land.” Yet by the end of his term nothing could have been
farther from the truth. The Great Depression had reached a pinnacle by the spring of
1933. The banking system was ncar collapse, a quarter of the labor force was
unemployed, and prices and production were down by a third tfrom their 1929 levels.
The nation was looking for new leadership, and it found it in Franklin I>. Roosevelt, the
two-term Govemor of New York. As a candidate for the presidency, Roosevelt had
promised, ‘a New Deal for the American people.” Upon taking office, he began
tmmediately to make good on his pledge. Rooseveilt seemed fully aware of the challenges
he and the nation faced and he spoke with confidence and determination. His inaugural
address, delivered on the steps of the United States Capitol building on March 4, 1933
gave the weary nation a much needed glimmer of hope.
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THE WHITE KQUSE
WABHINGTON

Maroh 25, 1933,

This 15 the origlnal of the Inaugursl
Address - Maroh 4th, 1933 - and wes used by me
at the Capitol. Praotiocally the only change,
exce;t for an occasio;al word, wWas thé gentence
at the opening, which I added longhend in the

Senate Committee Room before the ceramonies

began.
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THAUGURAL ADIRESS OF
PRESIDENT FRANELIN D. ROCSEVELT
MARCH 4, 1938.
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I am cortain that my fellow Amsricans expect timt oo my irduotion
into the Presfdency I will address then with a oandor amd o deolislen whicgh
the yr;unt situation of our natfon 1;:1:01:. Thie 1s pro;m:l.n-ntly the

. time to speak the truth, the whole truth, frarkly snd boldly, Nor nesd -
we shkrirk from honestly faoing comditions in our ccuntry today. m;
gr;nt paticn will endure s it has endured, will revive and will pnlf:-r.
Bo tirst of all let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we nve
to fear 1a feur iteself, = Daxeless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which
parslyzes needed efforts %o comvert retreei into sdvance. In every dark
hoar of ¢ur national life e leadership of frankness and viger hey met with
that understanding and rupport of the people tho-uolvu which 1is essential
to viotory, I am ocomvinced that you will again give that support to
lesderahip in these oriticel days.

In suoh & spirit on my pert and on yours we face our comnon difficulties.
They ooncern, thank God, only material things: Values mave ¢hrunken to
fantastic levels; taxes have risen; our ability to pay has fallen;

goverrment of all kinde 1s faced by serious curteilment of incare; the




geans of exchange are frosen in the currents of trade; the withered
1saves of industrial enterprise lie on every slde; farmers find no
narkets for thelr produce; the savings of many years in thousands of

faxiliea aLp” Eonse

More impertant, a host of unemploysd oitisens faoce the grim problem
of o‘..r.htmo, and an oqn.ally great mmber 'h:n with littlo.nm only
s foolisk cptizdst ocan deny the dark realities of the moment.

Yot our distress comes from o failure of substaume, We are
stricken by no plague of locusts. Compared with the perils whiah cur
forefathers sonjuered becanse they believed and were mot afreid, we have
atill mich ta be thanikful for. Fature still offers ler bounty and
burmn efforts bave mmltiplisd i1t. Flenty is at our docrstep, but a

?“m. of it langulshes in the very sight of the supply. Prizarily,
thie 14 becanse the rulers of the exohange of mankirdte goods have failed
through their own stubbornmess and thelr cwn inscmpetemse, have admitted
their fajlure and abdicated. Pruotioces of the umscrupulouns monsy
changers stand tﬁdtcm i{n the court of pudblie epinion, rejected by the
hearts and minds of men,

rue, they have tried, but their efforts have bLeem cast in the
pattern of an outworn tradition, Fwoed by failure of oredit they have

oposed only the lending of more somey. Stripped of tlhe lure of

- — ) [
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profit by which to induse our people te follew their false lesdership
they bave resorted to exhortations, plesding tearfully for restored
oon.ﬁcnm. They know only the rules of s genermtion of self-seekers.
They bave no vislon, snd when there is no vision the people perish.

The nonsy ohangers have fled from their high seats in the temple
of our olvilisations We may now restore that temple to the smoient
truthse. The measure of the restoration lies 1n the extent to whiah we

spply soolal velues more noble than mere monetary profit.

Bappiness lies not in the mere poseession of money; 1t lies in the
joy of sohlevement, iz the thrill of orestive effort. The joy and moral
stimilation of wourk no longer must be forgotten in the mad olage of
evanegoent profitse These dark days will be worth all they coat us if
they teaoh us that our true destiny is not to be minigtered unto but to

ninister to curselves and to our fellcw-men.

Recognition of the falsity of nxfisrial wealth as the gtandard of
sucoese goee hand in hand with the abandormarnt of the false belief that
public offices and high politioal position are to be valued only by the
standards of pride of place and persomal prd‘i‘h! and there mwt be an_
ond to a oconduot in banking and in business whiok too often has glven to

& sacred trust the likeness of callous and eelfish wrongdoing, Small
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wonder that oonfidence langulshes, for it thrives only on honesty, on
honor, on the ssoredness of obligations, on falthful protection, on

unselfish @ rformance: without them it cannot 1live,
>

Restoration dalls, however, not for changes in ethios alone., This

nation ssks for aotion, and aotion now,

our.greatest privary tagk is to put people .to work, This 1¢ wo
ungolyvable problem if we faoe it wisely end ocuragecusly., 1% can by
socompiished in part by direoct reorulting by the govermsent itself,
treating the task as n would treat the emergency of a war, but at the
sane time through this exployeent acoomplishing greatly needed projects
+to etimulate and reorganize the nse of eur natural TOBOUroed.

Band in Hand with 4¢hie ro must frankly resognise the cver-
balanse of population in our industrial cemters and, by engaging on a
pational seale in a rediatritution, endeavor o provide s bBetter use of
the land for thoss dest fitted for the land., The task osn be helped by
definite offorts to ralge the values of agrioultural products snd with
this the power to purohass the output of our eities. It gan de helped
by preventing realistically the tragedy of the growing loss through
foreolosurs, of our sasll homes and our farze, It csn be/helped by
insistence that the federal, etate and looal govermunts sot forthwith
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on the demand that thelr cost be drastloally reduced. It oan be helped
bty the unifying of relief sotivitles whiok today ure often soattsred,
mymn&onl and unequal. It oan de helped by nationsl planping for and
supervision of sll forns of tramsportation and of eommuniocations and other
wtilities which Iave o definitely publie oharagter. There are nnvﬁy'
in whisck 4t oan be helped, dut 1t oen never be helped marely by talking
about 14, Ve mst aot and wot quiokly. . '

Finally, in our progress tomurd s resmption of work we require two
safeguards against a retwrn ef the evils of the old order: there must be
s striot supervision of all barking and oredits and investments; there
anat be an end o speculation with other pecple's money, and there mm+ be

prwﬂlién for sn adequate but sound cnrfomy.

These are the Iines of attmck, 1 shall presently urge upon °
A new Congress 1in epecial session detailed nessures for their fulfilmexmt,
and I shall seek the irmediste assistence of the several states.

ﬂu-ou;h this program of sotlon we sddress ourselves to putting our
own national house in ordor and mking indome balansce outgzo. Our
fatermational trade relations though vastly Lmportant, are in point of
time and necessity sedondary to the estadlishment of a sound patiomal
ecotomys I favoer a&s & praotioal polioy the putting of first things first,

.- .
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1 shall spars no effort % restore world trade by - Ainternational

soonorlo readjustment, dbut the emergenoy at heme ocamiot wait on that

rooopTighment.

The dasic thought that guides theee speocifie msans of nationsl
recovery is not varrowly mticmalistie, It is the inaigtence, as & first
oon.ahlonthn, upon th-. isnterdepenienve ot'. the various olmiil inand
parte of the United States —~ & recogaition of the 0ld and permanently
{xportant manifestation of the American spirit of the plomesr. It ii
the wuy to redovery. It ig the imnediate may, It is the etrongest

agssursnce that the reoovery will endure,

In the field of world polioy I would dediocate this mation tc the
poliey of tle good peighbor « the nsighbor who resolutely respects
himsel? and because he does ma, respeots the rights of others =~ the
neighbor who reepeots his obligations and respects the samotity of hia
agreenents in and with & world of neighbors,

I I read the temper of owr people ocorreotly we now ruli‘u a we
Tave never realized before cur interdependence on eaoh other: that we
oannot merely take but we must give as well; that 1f we are to go forwerd
w muat move 48 a trained and -l.oyul arxy willing to sasrifice for the good

of & oommon discipline, because without such disoipline no progress is
™~
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nade, no leadership becones effective. We are, I know, ready and
willing to sutmit eur lives and property to such disoipline becauss it
aaXxes poesible a leaderahip whioh sims at a larger good, This I
propose to offer, pledging that the larger purposes will bind upon us
21l o8 & saored obligation with a unity of duty hitherte evoked only
in '.biu of armed rtrﬂ'o..

L} 4+
With this pledge taken, I sssume unhesitatingly the leadership of -
this great sroy of our people dedisatsd te a disoiplined attmok upon our

spmron. problems.

Aotion in this image and to this end iz feasidle under the farm of
government whioh we have inhwrited from cur ansesters. Our ocnatditution
18 50 simple andpmaticsl that 1t is possible slways to meet extraordinary
needs by obangee in enphasis and arrangement without loss of essan tial
form, That is why our congtitutional system has proved itself the
most superbly enduring palitical mechanism the modern world has produced.
It las met evory sireds of vest expanaion of territory, of foreign
wars, of Mitber intornal strife, of world relatiorms.

It is %o De hoped that the normal balance of exeoutive and
legialative suthority may be wholly udequate te meet the unprecedentsd
task defore use But 1t may be that en unprecedented demand and need
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for undelayed sodtlion may oall for temporary departure froa that noraal

balence of publis procedurs.

I am prepared under ny constitutional duty to recommend the measures
that a stricken pation 1in the nidst of a striocken world mey require.
These neasures, or such other measures as the Congress may build out of
Eﬂ exporience and wisdom, I shall seek, wlthin' =my constitutional
authority, %o bring to speedy aloption. ' ' '

Bat in the event that the Congress shall fail to take one of tliu two
ocourses, snd in the event that the national ezergency is still oritioal,
T shall not svmde the clear aourse of Juby that will then confront me.
T sinll usk the Congrewes for the one remaining ingtrument to meet the orisls --

broad exqoutive: power to wage a war against the emergency, as great ms
the powsr that muld be given to me if we were in faot foreded by a foreigm

foe.

Por the trust reposed in me I will return the ccurage and the devotion

that befit the tizes I can do no less.

We face the arducus days that lie before us in the wara courags of
national unitys with the olear consolovsness of sseking 014 and presious

rorsl values) with the olean gatisfasdtion that aomes froma the etern

F



perfornance of duty by old and young alike, Ve ain at the sssuramoe
-
of a rounded and permansnt mational life,

-
—-

We do pot distruat the future of sssential demcorsoy, Ths peopls
of the Dnited States have ot falled. In thelr need they have reglstersd
s mandate tha’ they want dirsot vigorous sotion, They have asked

[] (3 L]

for disaipline and direotion under leadership. They lave made me the

present instrunent of their wishes. In the epirit of the gift I take 1t.

; In thie dediontion of & nation wa lmmbly ask the blessing of God.

May be proteot each and every ons of us, May s gnide me in the dayy
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