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PREFACE

The Great Depression, the worldwide economic
collapse that began in 1929 and ended only well
after the outbreak of World War II a decade later,
remains a topic of widespread fascination. There are
several reasons for such continuing interest. Among
them is the fact that the experience was seared into
the lives, memories, and outlooks of an entire gen-
eration, coloring its members’views of their subse-
quent experiences. Another reason for the intense
interest in the Depression is that it seemed to con-
tradict the expectations of most Americans and
their experiences of relative prosperity throughout
most of the time since. Then there is the era’s defi-
ance of the modern trend toward individualism and
the identification of personal well-being with
material consumption. Those who object to the
modern rush toward ever greater selfishness and
self-indulgence are drawn to the alternate visions
of co-operation and rejection of consumerism evi-
dent in the Great Depression.

There are also the facts that the modern presi-
dency emerged, the role of the federal government
as a major force in citizens’ lives was established,
the partial welfare state was begun, and the politi-
cal realignment that remained dominant for much
of the remainder of the century was forged during
the Great Depression.

Perhaps most of all, however, the Great
Depression continues to be a matter of great inter-
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est because so many people remain uncertain about
the economic prospects in their own times. Anyone
who is at least vaguely aware that this massive eco-
nomic collapse was preceded by a period of
unprecedented prosperity in the 1920s is apt to ask
the question: “If it happened once, can it happen
again?” Whenever the unemployment rate raises
sharply, as it did in the early 1980s, or the stock
market plunges, as it did in 1987 and again, in a
much more prolonged slide, between 2001 and
2003, those of us who specialize in the era of the
Great Depression are asked to comment in the
popular media on whether another depression
might be coming. The fear that “hard times” could
return has never completely vanished, and this con-
cern stimulates continuing interest in the events of
the 1920s and 1930s.

The Great Depression was the worst domestic
crisis the United States faced in the twentieth cen-
tury and the second worst, after the Civil War, in
American history. However, it was by no means
confined to the United States. Rather, the econom-
ic collapse became a global phenomenon. The
worldwide ramifications of the Depression consti-
tute another major reason for contemporary inter-
est in the era. It is widely believed that the worst
horrors of the twentieth century—the rise to power
of Adolf Hitler and his Nazi followers, World War II,
and the Holocaust—would not have happened had



PREFACE

the economic collapse not provided an opening for
extremist views to gain credibility.

As its role in the appeal of dictatorship and
controlled economies indicates, the Great
Depression severely tested both democratic politi-
cal institutions and market-based economies. It
was the principal achievement of President
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal programs in the
United States to demonstrate that democratic insti-
tutions and a slightly modified free market eco-
nomic system were viable. Indeed, the Great
Depression can be seen as providing a stage upon
which Roosevelt and Hitler presented to the world
sharply contrasting views of the proper way to
organize and lead societies, polities, and
economies. That contest was finally to be decided
under arms in World War II, which in a real sense
can be seen as the final act—the climax—of the
Great Depression.

The 542 articles in the two volumes that consti-
tute The Encyclopedia of the Great Depression are
intended to provide the widest audience, both the
general public and students of history, with accessi-
ble information and analysis, reflecting the latest
scholarship, on an extensive variety of topics relat-
ed to the Great Depression.

Although the bulk of the articles in this ency-
clopedia focus on the era of the Great Depression in
the United States, a substantial number of entries
address the worldwide dimensions of the econom-
ic collapse and deal with specific events and figures
from other parts of the world.

The Great Depression was, of course, first and
foremost an economic and, consequently, a social
phenomenon. As such it brings up images that
are—well, depressing. But anyone who sees the era
of the Depression as only grim misses much of its
flavor and significance. The decade of the 1930s
was, to be sure, a time of economic hardship that
was, with the exception of the South during the
Civil War, unprecedented in American history. But it
was much more. It was a period of political and
social innovation. It was also a time of extraordinary
cultural developments in the new medium of sound
cinema as well as in art, literature, music, theater,
and photography. Even a cursory look at the list of
articles under the heading of “Culture” in the out-
line of contents should give the reader a sense of
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how diverse, significant, and, in many cases, “un-
depressing” the cultural aspects of the decade were.

The Depression decade came to be dominated
by the personality of Franklin D. Roosevelt, but it
was also populated by a vast array of other memo-
rable characters—women as well as men, minori-
ties as well as whites, international figures as well
as Americans—from the arts, labor, business, poli-
tics, government, civil rights, diplomacy, the media,
religion, academe, the law, social reform, agricul-
ture, and sports. Biographies of more than two hun-
dred of these individuals are to be found in the
pages of this compendium.

This encyclopedia constitutes the most com-
prehensive resource available on one of the most
important periods in our history and one that con-
tinues to affect us today in ways subtle and not-so-
subtle. A substantial number of articles in these two
volumes are, in my opinion, the best short analyses
of their subjects available in print. In many cases,
the articles are written by the leading scholars on
the subject. There is every reason to anticipate that
this publication will remain the standard reference
for the era of the Great Depression for many years
to come.

There are 542 articles in the Encyclopedia of the
Great Depression arranged alphabetically for easy
reference. The articles range in length from 300 to
5,000 words. Entries are written by 270 scholars
from around the world, active researchers in histo-
ry, American studies, economics, social science,
geography, political science, radio and television,
literature, and music. Each signed article features
several carefully chosen cross-references to related
entries as well as a bibliography of print and inter-
net resources. A topical outline appears in Volume I,
just after the alphabetical article list. It groups arti-
cles by broad categories, thereby offering teachers
and readers alike an informed map of the field. A
comprehensive index offers yet another entry point
for the set, encouraging readers to explore the
information contained in these two volumes.

In addition to the fine work of the contributors,
this project is the result of the great work of my
associate editors, Roger Biles, Joe Trotter, Tony
Badger, and Patricia Sullivan, and I thank them all.
Several people at Macmillan Reference USA and
the Gale Group have worked on this project over
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the course of its development and helped to assure
its successful completion. I want to thank Erin
Bealmear, Joe Clements, Judith Culligan, Jill Lectka,
and Elly Dickason.

My parents, Edward and Ruth McElvaine, lived
through the Great Depression, and their stories first
sparked my interest in the period and in history in
general. That interest was carried forward and
developed by a large number of instructors, schol-
ars, and writers over the years, including Carl
Youngman, Warren Susman, Lloyd Gardner,
Charles Forcey, Richard Dalfiume, Melvyn
Dubofsky, James MacGregor Burns, Frank Freidel,
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Joan Wallach Scott, Susan Ware, Harvard Sitkoff,
Lizabeth Cohen, Patrick Maney, the four associate
editors of this encyclopedia, and the four friends
and sources of inspiration to whom it is dedicated,
Lawrence W. Levine, William E. Leuchtenburg,
Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., and Studs Terkel.

My wonderful family, as always, deserves
the greatest thanks. Anne is my everything.
Kerri, Lauren, Allison, Brett, Scott, Evan, and Anna
add even more to my life, causing it to overflow
with joy.

ROBERT S. MCELVAINE
CLINTON, MISsISSIPPI , AUGUST 2003
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ABRAHAM LINCOLN BRIGADE

The name Abraham Lincoln Brigade refers to about
3,000 Americans who volunteered to defend the
Spanish Republic during Spain’s 1936 to 1939 civil
war. The brigade included not only those who
fought in the Abraham Lincoln Battalion, but also
Americans who fought in other battalions or served
in medical units. Although the average age of the
American volunteers was twenty-seven, the bri-
gade included three members as young as eighteen,
and others as old as fifty-nine and sixty. Many vol-
unteers were students or teachers, but others were
seamen, autoworkers, steelworkers, electricians,
and doctors or nurses.

The International Brigades that fought in the
Spanish Civil War were entirely integrated, and
more than eighty members of the Abraham Lincoln
Brigade were African American. In fact, the Abra-
ham Lincoln Battalion was commanded, until he

died in battle, by Oliver Law, an African-American
volunteer from Chicago, marking the first time in
American history that an integrated military force
was led by an African-American officer. Most of the
American volunteers were unmarried, although, as
their letters reveal, many had relationships back
home that they tried to sustain by correspondence.
Most were from urban areas; about 18 percent came
from New York. Perhaps a third were Jews, which
was not surprising in view of Adolf Hitler’s support
of the rebel general Francisco Franco. About two-
thirds of the American volunteers were Commu-
nists, but their primary motive for volunteering was
antifascism. Many of them believed a world war
would ensue if fascism were not defeated, and in
fact the Spanish Civil War effectively signaled the
opening of World War II.

The Abraham Lincoln Battalion officially en-
tered the war when volunteers fought at Jarama in
February 1937, though some American volunteers
had fought in Madrid in the fall of 1936 before the
International Brigades were organized. After Jara-
ma, the Abraham Lincoln Battalion fought in un-
bearable heat in the battle of Brunete in July 1937.
This battle was followed by battles at Quinto and
Belchite in August and Fuentes de Ebro in October.
Then, after a brief period of training, the Abraham
Lincoln Battalion endured the snows of Teruel in
January and February of 1938. In spring of that year
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they faced continuous bombing from the air and
Panzer-style massed tank assaults at key points.
The battalion then crossed the Ebro River south-
west of Barcelona during the summer of 1938 to ini-
tiate the largest battle of the war. Barcelona and
Madrid fell to Franco’s forces in early 1939, and the
war ended on April 1 with the surrender of the Loy-
alist forces. About seven hundred members of the
Abraham Lincoln Brigade died in Spain.

During the war and after, the Abraham Lincoln
Brigade symbolized internationalism for a country
that was often isolationist. The heroism and self-
sacrifice of the American volunteers, each of whom
made a personal decision to join the war effort, be-
came a model for succeeding generations. Al-
though the surviving members of the Abraham
Lincoln Brigade were often hounded during the an-
ticommunist McCarthy period of the 1950s, by the
1990s sentiment had changed, and several monu-
ments were erected in their honor.

See Also: SPANISH CIVIL WAR.
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ADAMIC, LOUIS

The writer Louis Adamic (March 23, 1898-Septem-
ber 4, 1951) played a key role in the 1930s move-
ment for ethnoracial democracy. A Slovenian im-
migrant, Adamic came to New York in 1913, but
moved to southern California in the 1920s, where
he made a name for himself as a chronicler of Los
Angeles and established a lifelong friendship with
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the California leftist Carey McWilliams before mov-
ing back to New York in 1929. Like many intellectu-
als, Adamic was attracted to left-wing ideas during
the Great Depression, though he was suspicious of
the Communist Party. In the 1930s, Adamic be-
came one of the most prominent advocates of
American immigrant groups. Traveling across the
United States, he chronicled the experiences of
“new Americans” from southern and eastern Eu-
rope, concentrating his attention on second-
generation Americans. His Depression-era books,
My America: 1928-1938 (1938) and From Many
Lands (1940), were combinations of autobiographi-
cal writings, political journalism, and stories he had
collected in his journeys.

Though Adamic was a cultural pluralist who
sought to win respect and tolerance for ethnic mi-
norities, he bemoaned the cultural fragmentation of
American life. He thus sought both to combat the
discrimination faced by ethnic minorities and to
craft a notion of American identity that associated
the nation not with its Anglo-Protestant roots but
with ethnoracial diversity and democratic norms.
Like other left-liberals in the 1930s, Adamic saw the
labor movement as the most significant political
agency capable of achieving his goals. He believed
that the new labor federation, the Congress of In-
dustrial Organizations (CIO), much of whose
membership came from the “new American”
groups Adamic championed, would be an “impor-
tant factor in the delicate and vital process of inte-
gration of our heterogeneous population” (My
America). In 1940 Adamic founded Common Ground,
the most significant World War II-era journal advo-
cating ethnoracial democracy.

See Also: CONGRESS OF INDUSTRIAL
ORGANIZATIONS (CIO); MCWILLIAMS, CAREY;
RACE AND ETHNIC RELATIONS.
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ADVERTISING IN THE GREAT
DEPRESSION

“Every advertisement is an advertisement for suc-
cess,” claimed an advertising campaign in 1926.
During the Depression years of the 1930s, with suc-
cesses hard to find, the advertising business faced
severe challenges. Economic stringency, political
attacks, and a need to recast their appeals all made
the decade a difficult one for advertisers. Indeed,
the advertising industry’s achievements during the
1920s in establishing its cultural and economic im-
portance may have made the challenges of the
Great Depression more severe.

Spending on advertisements—from local clas-
sified ads to major campaigns in national media—
plunged by more than 60 percent between 1929
and 1933, and it did not rise above pre-crash levels
until after World War II. Although advertising
agencies stressed the foolhardiness of cutting back
on promotion during hard times and argued that
advertising could help lift the nation out of its
slump, many businesses, with revenues plunging,
viewed advertising as an unnecessary expense.

After initially attempting to slow the economic
downslide by exhortation, advertising agencies
themselves began to cut back. High-salaried em-
ployees were dismissed, and competition for ac-
counts became more intense. Advertisers pressed
agencies to accept lower commissions; agencies in
turn wooed potential clients away from their rivals.
Despite this anxious environment, several new ad-
vertising agencies made headway, some by bor-
rowing the florid techniques of tabloid newspapers
and comic strips. Other agencies pioneered in radio
advertising as commercials became the main sup-
port of the medium.

As might be expected, advertising styles did not
respond uniformly to the Depression. In the first
few years, advertisers recycled themes of more
prosperous times. By about 1932, however, there
was a notable shift to hard-sell campaigns. Al-
though ads still portrayed an unrealistically afflu-
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ent, racially and ethnically homogeneous America,
ominous threats, fear appeals, and insistent de-
mands to buy became more prominent. As Roland
Marchand observed in Advertising the American
Dream (1985), campaigns adopted tropes like the
“parable of the sickly child” or displayed images of
defeated, prematurely aged fathers to warn of the
dire consequences of failing to consume the appro-
priate products. Coupled with this, images of sun-
beams promised a hopeful future and clenched fists
symbolized the determination to persevere—and
purchase—despite hard times.

While advertisements depicted consumers
under pressure, the advertising business found it-
self beleaguered by a reinvigorated consumer
movement and the threat of regulation by New
Dealers. A bill introduced in 1933 proposed to give
the Food and Drug Administration power to pro-
hibit false and misleading advertising of the prod-
ucts it regulated. Advertising interests worked to
kill the measure. The 1938 amendments to the Pure
Food and Drug Act contained a less stringent defi-
nition of “misleading” than earlier versions. The
Wheeler-Lea Act, also passed in 1938, gave the
Federal Trade Commission explicit authority to act
against advertising that deceived consumers. Previ-
ously, the Commission’s mandate had protected
only competitors. The new laws themselves made
no dramatic difference to advertisers, but industry
efforts to preempt government control by self-
regulation, along with public revulsion against the
most vulgar publicity of the decade, seems to have
reduced blatant dishonesty in advertising during
the thirties. Still, as the Japanese attack on Pearl
Harbor approached, advertising leaders saw them-
selves under siege from power-hungry bureaucrats
and radical ideologues.

Despite the Depression-era’s adversities, in
several ways advertising and the consumer culture
it promoted gained ground. In big cities, as Liza-
beth Cohen demonstrated in Making a New Deal
(1990), economic pressures on workers and their
families weakened earlier loyalties to ethnic neigh-
borhood retailers and brought consumers into
chain stores offering low-priced, mass-produced
products. Commercial radio provided an effective
way to reach consumers with national advertising
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campaigns. In the countryside, inducements to
modernize through consumption accompanied
drives for rural electrification. By 1940, nearly all
homes served by Rural Electrification Administra-
tion cooperatives had radios and more than half
had washing machines. Although wartime short-
ages soon replaced the privations of Depression-
era America, the industry’s struggles during the
1930s marked a delay, not a denial, of advertising’s
promises of fulfillment through consumption.

See Also: COMMUNICATIONS AND THE PRESS;
CONSUMERISM; RADIO.
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AFBF. See AMERICAN FARM BUREAU
FEDERATION.

AFL. See AMERICAN FEDERATION OF LABOR.

AFRICA, GREAT DEPRESSION IN

African peasants were deeply affected by the steep
fall in agrarian prices caused by the worldwide De-
pression of the 1930s. Like peasants in Asia, they
would not have been affected by a fall in prices if
they had relied solely on subsistence agriculture,
but colonial taxation forced African peasants to
produce for the market to earn cash for paying
taxes. Unlike their counterparts in Asia, with its
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elaborate land revenue systems, African peasants
did not pay taxes on land; rather, they paid a poll
tax or a hut tax. Such taxes did not require a sophis-
ticated system of assessment or a record of rights in
land. Colonial governments in Africa did not bother
much about land laws and protected “customary
law” if it suited them.

The export of African produce was controlled
by large European trading companies, and a few
major ports provided the channels through which
such exports had to pass. By collecting export taxes
in those ports, colonial rulers could conveniently
raise additional revenue.

The African colonies did not have currencies of
their own; they depended on the currencies of their
respective colonial rulers. At the time of the Great
Depression, this gave rise to differentiation in the
economic fate of the colonies. Great Britain and
Portugal left the gold standard in 1931, and their
currencies depreciated. France, on the other hand,
which had returned to the gold standard only in
1928 but at a much lower parity than other nations,
stuck to the gold standard until 1936. This caused
competition that was particularly keen when the
same type of produce was exported by colonies that
were adjacent to each other but used different cur-
rencies. In this context, African peasants were
sometimes forced to grow cash crops that gave
them no returns.

A few regional case studies illustrate the fate of
the peasants and the problems of the export of pro-
duce at the time of the Depression.

WEST AFRICAN PEASANTS AND EUROPEAN
TRADING COMPANIES

The Ivory Coast, the Gold Coast (Ghana), Togo,
and Nigeria were producers of palm kernels and
cocoa. These products were exported by European
companies, which were also active in the import
trade. In the latter capacity they were interested in
maintaining the purchasing power of their African
customers, and lobbied colonial governments for a
reduction of the export tax, arguing that this would
help African peasants. But when the export tax was
lowered, the poll tax had to be increased, which the
companies did not mind because it forced the peas-
ants to produce for the market. If the peasants re-

GREAT DEPRESSION
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belled, the government could suppress them. In the
French Ivory Coast, everybody above the age of
fourteen was required to pay a higher poll tax, a tax
that had already been increased as recently as the
late 1920s. At that time, the tax had been collected
without difficulty, but when the government chose
to raise rather than reduce it during the Depression,
many Ivory Coast peasants left the countryside and
disappeared into the slums of the towns.

The British Gold Coast levied no poll tax, and
the government relied entirely on the export tax.
The British departure from the gold standard gave
the Gold Coast a competitive edge over the French
colonies, and exports increased. The government in
Togo, which was by that time a French mandate
territory, relied heavily on the poll tax and had to
repress a peasant rebellion in 1933. British Nigeria
had a more diversified agrarian production, with
palm kernels in the Southeast, cocoa near Lagos,
and peanuts in the North. A poll tax, which had
been introduced in southern Nigeria in 1927, was
vigorously collected by 1931 and promptly caused
peasant unrest.

The European companies, however, tried to
make profits even at the worst of times. Many of
them failed, and only larger companies, such as the
United Africa Company and Lever Brothers, sur-
vived.

FORCED CULTIVATION IN THE BELGIAN
CONGO

Sixty percent of exports from the Belgian Congo
consisted of products from the mines; palm kernels
and cocoa made up most of the remaining 40 per-
cent. The colonial government in the Congo mainly
depended on the poll tax; in 1930 this tax had only
amounted to one-sixth of its revenue, but it had
risen to one-fourth by 1932. Rebellions were brutal-
ly suppressed, and the government resorted to an
old system of forced labor that had been replaced
by the poll tax in 1910. During the Depression, the
Congo’s colonial rulers practically converted the
whole colony into a huge plantation, ordering the
peasants what to produce, dictating prices, and
controlling delivery. While imposing this system of
forced cultivation, the government also diversified
production, pushing the cultivation of cotton, cof-
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fee, rice, and peanuts, in addition to the traditional
crops, such as palm kernels and cocoa. Cotton ex-
ports from this region tripled from 1929 to 1937.
The government could be proud of its economic
success, but the peasants suffered.

SETTLERS AND PEASANTS: KENYA AND
SOUTHERN RHODESIA

The presence of white settlers had a special im-
pact on African peasants because many of them
had to provide the settlers with cheap labor. The
case of Kenya’s “white highlands” was particularly
striking. This area had been extensively cultivated
in the past by Kikuyu tribesmen, but when white
settlers arrived, they introduced a modern capitalist
system of agriculture. The tribesmen, who were tol-
erated as “squatters” on the settlers’ large land-
holdings, had few options but to work for them at
low wages. Under colonial legislation, the breach of
a labor contract was a criminal offence, and those
who had entered into such contracts were practical-
ly treated like slaves. In shifting the burden of the
Depression onto the shoulders of their African la-
borers, white settlers could survive the Depression.
But some of these settlers found it difficult to make
ends meet, particularly if they produced maize and
not the more profitable cash crops, such as sisal,
coffee, and tea.

Maize had become so inexpensive that it was
hardly worth growing any longer. The colonial gov-
ernment in Kenya subsidized its cultivation, how-
ever, because it was required as food for the African
laborers. The maize subsidy ceased when the gov-
ernment could no longer afford it. White maize
farmers petitioned for a maize control act to regu-
late production, but its passage was prevented by
other settlers who would have had to pay higher
wages to their laborers so that they could afford to
buy maize. The maize farmers then stopped pro-
ducing maize, and turned their land over to African
tenants. When the Depression ended under the im-
pact of Word War II, the white settlers wanted to
recover their land from these tenants, calling them
“squatters” once more. This situation contributed
to a growing unrest that culminated in the Mau-
Mau rebellion.

In Southern Rhodesia maize was a major cash
crop produced by white settlers. Since they did not
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face the resistance of other settlers here, Rhodesian
maize farmers did manage to get a maize control
act passed. According to this act, output was se-
verely restricted, produce was procured by the gov-
ernment at a fixed price, and consumers had to buy
maize at a price well above the export price. The
maize control was exercised in such a way that only
white settlers benefited from it. But the government
soon realized that the restrictions prevented African
peasants from producing for the market, and they
were thus unable to pay the poll tax. The govern-
ment then commuted the poll tax, offering the
peasants the option of working for twenty-three
days on road construction instead. But so many
poor peasants took up this offer that the govern-
ment had to withdraw it. There could not have been
a more striking testimony to the terrible poverty
that had hit the peasantry.

FRENCH COLONIES IN NORTH AFRICA

The Arab countries of North Africa that were
under French colonial rule also experienced a pecu-
liar competition between European settlers and in-
digenous peasants. The main crop in Algeria, Mo-
rocco, and Tunisia was wheat, but there were two
varieties of it, hard wheat (Triticum durum) and nor-
mal wheat (Triticum vulgare). The latter was mostly
grown by European settlers, whereas hard wheat
was produced by indigenous people. Both varieties
were exported, hard wheat mostly to Italy, where it
was used for the preparation of pasta. When wheat
became the first major crop whose price fell due to
the Depression, the French colonial governments
were pressed by the settlers (mostly French) to sup-
port the price of normal wheat; they did this to
some extent, but showed no interest in the price of
hard wheat grown by the Arabs. Similarly the colo-
nial authorities ignored the problems of the indige-
nous producers of olive oil in Tunisia, many of
whom became heavily indebted during the Depres-
sion and lost their land to their creditors.

SOUTH AFRICA

At the opposite end of the continent South Af-
rica provided another striking contrast to the rest of
Africa. It was dominated by a white minority and
enjoyed political independence as a dominion in
the British Commonwealth. The country was rich in
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natural resources and was the world’s largest gold
producer. The average annual production in the
1930s amounted to eleven million ounces (311 met-
ric tons). Under such conditions it could hold on to
the gold standard even after Great Britain had
abandoned it in September 1931.

South Africa was governed by the Nationalist
Party, which was caught in a dilemma. It represent-
ed the white farmers, who were affected by the fall
in prices and stood to gain from a devaluation, but
the party was also pledged to upholding national
autonomy as embodied in the gold standard. There
was a fear that if South Africa abandoned that stan-
dard, gold would be given up as a standard of value
worldwide and that this would harm South African
gold production. The mine owners did not share
this fear. Gold prices had risen after September
1931 and this made the processing of low-grade ore
profitable, which would extend the life of the mines
considerably.

In the meantime, speculators invested their
money in the depreciating pound sterling in the
hope that they could shift it back to South Africa at
a profit once the South African currency was taken
off the gold standard. Banking business in South
Africa was in the hands of two British banks, Stan-
dard and Barclays, whose headquarters was in Lon-
don. Thus, South Africa was intimately linked with
the British financial market. In December 1932,
these various pressures combined and forced South
Africa to abandon the gold standard. The specula-
tors then repatriated their funds. The South African
economy was reflated. In February 1932, the South
African currency was pegged to the pound sterling
and maintained this relationship for a long time.

Great Britain absorbed the total production of
South African gold and built up massive reserves
for the sterling area. The fears that going off gold
would harm gold production proved to be un-
founded. From 1929 to 1936 world gold production
increased by 50 percent and the price of gold rose
by 66 percent. Because Great Britain and the United
States stored vast amounts of gold in their reserves,
the increase in the price of gold was not reflected
in commodity prices. Nevertheless, reflation did
push up prices in South Africa, which helped the
farmers. The black farmhands who worked for the
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white farmers, and the miners in the gold mines did
not share the benefits of reflation because the em-
ployers managed to keep wages down.

EGYPT

Egypt stood in contrast to the countries sur-
veyed above. It had been a British colony but had
achieved a kind of independent status in 1922. Its
currency was still tied to the pound sterling, but the
Egyptian government was free to impose a gold ex-
port embargo after Britain left the gold standard. In
this way the distress gold of indebted peasants,
which would have poured out of the country as it
did elsewhere at that time, was retained by the
Egyptian government and could be used for fight-
ing the deflation of the national economy.

Another special feature of the Egyptian econo-
my was its dependence on the cultivation of cotton.
Cotton production was mostly controlled by absen-
tee landlords, who relied on the state for protection
of their interests. Egypt had expanded its cotton
production from 0.27 to 0.38 million metric tons
from 1920 to 1929, and cotton exports constituted
about 75 percent of total Egyptian exports. The
country was therefore particularly vulnerable to a
fall in cotton prices. In June 1929 the world price of
cotton stood at eighteen cents; by 1932 it had
dropped to six cents per pound, its lowest price dur-
ing the Depression. This two-thirds reduction with-
in three years was more severe than the price drop
for most other commodities. Nevertheless the rate
of cotton production was not reduced because de-
mand for it remained stable.

Egypt’s system of taxation, a land revenue sys-
tem of the Indian type, differed from tax systems in
other African countries. The tax was fixed at about
one-third of the rental assets, and was collected
without remission even during the years of the De-
pression. The rigidity of this system was due to the
fact that the income from this tax had been pledged
to Egypt’s foreign creditors.

Despite these problems there were attempts at
sponsoring industries that produced goods such as
textiles, which previously had to be imported. Egypt
was the only country in Africa where such an in-
dustry existed. The availability of cheap cotton was
a boon to an indigenous textile industry, and a
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group of Egyptian entrepreneurs who had also
been behind the establishment of the Bank Misr as
a “national” bank now tried their hand at this type
of industrialization.

It is difficult to gauge the deterioration of the
standard of living in Egypt, and in other African
countries, during the Depression years. There are
only a few indicators that throw light on the condi-
tions of the people: The per capita consumption of
food and grain, for example, dropped by about 26
percent, even though wheat and barley became
much cheaper; school attendance receded; and the
number of Muslim pilgrims who performed the hajj
dwindled in 1933 to about one-tenth the 1920s fig-
ure.

In Egypt, as elsewhere in Africa, the burden of
the Depression was mostly shouldered by the rural
poor, whereas the urban classes, particularly those
who received salaries that had been fixed in better
times, lived very well. Thus the gap between town
and countryside widened considerably in the 1930s.

THE AFTERMATH OF THE DEPRESSION

In terms of the value of world trade, Africa suf-
fered less from the Depression than other parts of
the world. Whereas the value of world exports de-
clined by 66 percent from 1929 to 1934, the value
of African exports declined only by 48 percent. Ag-
riculturists were affected by this drop in value more
than mine owners.

The European colonists who depended entirely
on export production were discouraged by the ex-
perience of the Depression, and the declining reve-
nues affected colonial governments. The possession
of colonies was no longer profitable, but colonial
rulers were also creditors, who did not wish to re-
linquish their control. In the long run, the Depres-
sion contributed to the decolonization of Africa.

See Also: EUROPE, GREAT DEPRESSION IN;
ETHIOPIAN WAR; GOLD STANDARD;
INTERNATIONAL IMPACT OF THE GREAT
DEPRESSION.
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AFRICAN AMERICANS, IMPACT OF
THE GREAT DEPRESSION ON

The Great Depression brought mass suffering to all
regions of the country. National income dropped by
50 percent and unemployment rose to an estimated
25 percent of the total labor force. At the same time,
twenty million Americans turned to public and pri-
vate relief agencies for assistance. As the “Last
Hired and the First Fired,” African Americans en-
tered the Depression long before the stock market
crash in 1929, and they stayed there longer than
other Americans. By 1933, African Americans found
it all but impossible to find jobs of any kind in agri-
culture or industry. As cotton prices dropped from
eighteen cents per pound on the eve of the Depres-
sion to less that six cents per pound in 1933, some
12,000 black sharecroppers lost their precarious
footing in southern agriculture and moved increas-
ingly toward southern, northern, and western cit-
ies. Mechanical devices had already slowly reduced
the number of workers required for plowing, hoe-
ing, and weeding, but now planters also experi-
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mented with mechanical cotton pickers, which dis-
placed even more black farm workers. Despite
declining opportunities in cities, the proportion of
blacks living in urban areas rose from 44 percent in
1930 to nearly 50 percent by the onset of World War
IL.

HARD TIMES AND RISE OF NEW DEAL FOR
BLACKS

As the number of rural blacks seeking jobs in
cities escalated, urban black workers experienced
increasing difficulties. Black urban unemployment
reached well over 50 percent, more than twice the
rate of whites. In southern cities, white workers ral-
lied around such slogans as, “No Jobs for Niggers
Until Every White Man Has a Job” and “Niggers,
back to the cotton fields—city jobs are for white
folks.” The most violent episodes took place on
southern railroads, as unionized white workers and
the railroad brotherhoods intimidated, attacked,
and murdered black firemen in order to take their
jobs. Nearly a dozen black firemen lost their jobs in
various parts of the South. As one contemporary
observer succinctly stated, “The shotgun, the whip,
the noose, and Ku Klux Klan practices were being
resumed in the certainty that dead men not only tell
no tales, but create vacancies.” For their part, in the
North and South, black women were forced into
the notorious Depression era “slave market,”
where even working-class white women employed
black women at starvation wages, as little as $5 per
week for full-time laborers in northern cities. In
their studies of the market in Bronx, New York, two
black women compared the practice to the treat-
ment of slaves in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel
Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

Despite mass suffering, the Republican admin-
istration of Herbert Hoover did little to aid the poor
and destitute. Instead, the federal government es-
tablished the Reconstruction Finance Corporation,
which relieved the credit problems of large bank-
ing, insurance, and industrial firms. Although Hoo-
ver believed that such policies would create new
jobs, stimulate production, and increase consumer
spending, benefits did not “trickle down” to the
rest of the economy and end the Depression. Still,
African Americans rallied to the slogan “Who but
Hoover” in the presidential contest of 1932. In the
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During most of the 1930s, African Americans found it all but impossible to find jobs of any kind in agriculture or industry. The

father of this impoverished family, photographed in 1937 by Lewis Hine, was a miner who lost his job in the Scott’s Run area of

West Virginia. NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION

eyes of blacks, the Republican Party remained the
party of emancipation, partly because Democratic
candidate Franklin Delano Roosevelt had embraced
the segregationist policies of the Democratic Party.

Following his inauguration, Roosevelt’s atti-
tude toward African Americans changed little. He
not only opposed vital civil rights legislation like the
anti-lynching bill, designed to make lynching a fed-
eral offense, but showed little interest in challeng-
ing even the most blatant manifestations of racial
injustice in the proliferation of New Deal agencies.
The National Recovery Administration (NRA), Ag-
ricultural Adjustment Administration (AAA), the
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Works Progress Administration (WPA), the Ten-
nessee Valley Authority (TVA), the Civilian Conser-
vation Corps (CCC), and the Federal Emergency
Relief Administration (FERA), to name only a few,
all failed to protect blacks against discriminatory
employers, agency officials, and local whites.

When the AAA paid farmers to withdraw cot-
ton lands from production, county officials barred
African Americans from representation and de-
prived them of government checks. For their part,
by exempting domestic service and unskilled labor
from minimum wage and participatory provisions,
the NRA and the social security programs eliminat-



AFRICAN AMERICANS, I MPACT OF THE GREANT DEPRESSION ON

Many African-American children in the rural South, like these photographed by Dorothea Lange at their farm in Mississippi in

1936, lived in extreme poverty during the Depression years. LiBrRarY OF CONGRESS, PRINTS & PHOTOGRAPHS DIVSION, FSA/OWTI

COLLECTION

ed nearly 60 percent of African Americans from As they encountered various forms of discrimi-
benefits. When the jobs of African Americans were  nation in New Deal Agencies, many African Ameri-
brought under the provisions of the NRA in south-  cans concluded that the so-called New Deal was in-

ern textile firms, employers reclassified such jobs  deed a “raw deal.” Only during the mid-1930s
and removed them from coverage of the higher = would African Americans gain broader access to the
wage code. New Deal social programs. By 1939, income from
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A group of young men study radio operations in 1933 at a Civilian Conservation Corps camp for African-American men in Kane,

Pennsylvania. FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT LIBRARY

New Deal work and relief programs nearly matched
African-American income from private employ-
ment. African Americans occupied about one-third
of all federal low-income housing projects, and
gained a growing share of CCC jobs, Federal Farm
Security loans, and benefits from WPA educational
and cultural programs. African Americans now fre-
quently hailed the New Deal as “a godsend.” Some
blacks even quipped that God “will lead me” and
relief “will feed me.”

The emergence of a “new deal” for blacks was
closely intertwined with the growth of the Commu-
nist Party, the resurgence of organized labor, and
the increasing political efforts of blacks on their
own behalf. When the Communist Party helped
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save nine black youths, the Scottsboro Boys, from
execution and secured the release of their own
black comrade Angelo Herndon from a Georgia
chain gang, the African-American community took
notice. When the party helped to initiate hunger
marches, unemployed councils, farm labor unions,
rent strikes, and mass demonstrations to prevent
the eviction of black families from their homes, its
work gained even greater recognition within the
African-American community. As one black news-
paper editor, William Kelley of the Amsterdam
News, reported, “The fight that they are putting up

. . strike[s] forcefully at the fundamental wrongs
suffered by the Negro today.”

The rise of the Congress of Industrial Organiza-
tions (CIO) in 1935 facilitated the emergence of a
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During the Depression, thousands of black sharecroppers lost their precarious footing in southern agriculture and moved

increasingly toward southern, northern, and western cities. This family was evicted from their farm in 1938 after drought caused

their crops to fail. They were photographed while encamped along the highway in New Madrid county, Missouri. LiBRARY OF

CONGRESS, PRINTS & PHOTOGRAPHS DivisioN, FSA/OWI COLLECTION

real New Deal for African Americans. Unlike the
old American Federation of Labor (AFL), the CIO
made a firm commitment to organize both black
organization
launched the Packinghouse Workers Organizing
Committee (PWOC), the United Automobile
Workers (UAW), and the Steel Workers Organizing
Committee (SWOC). The new unions appealed to
civil rights organizations like the National Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) and the Urban League, recruited black
organizers, and advocated an end to unequal pay
scales for black and white workers. Although most
AFL unions continued to exclude black workers,
the national leadership gradually supported a more

and white workers. The soon

equitable stance toward black workers. The union

12

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE

finally approved an international charter for the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP) in
1935 and endorsed efforts to free the Scottsboro
Boys and Angelo Herndon.

Following the lead of anthropologist Franz
Boas and his associates, social scientists encouraged
the lowering of racial barriers in American society.
As early as the 1920s, they had gradually turned
away from earlier biological definitions of race,
which defined African Americans as innately inferi-
or. The new social scientists challenged the biologi-
cal determinists to “prove” that African Americans
occupied a lower socioeconomic and political status
in American society because of their hereditary in-
feriority. Legal change lagged significantly behind
the new intellectual perspectives on race; yet, even

GREAT DEPRESSION



AFRITCAN AMERITCANS, I MPACT

FTHE GREAT DEPRESSION ON

Three young African-American women, trained in office skills by the National Youth Administration, work part-time in the offices

of the YWCA in Chicago, Illinois, in 1936. FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT LIBRARY

here, African Americans witnessed the slow transi-
tion to a new deal. As early as 1935, the Maryland
Court of Appeals ordered the University of Mary-
land to admit blacks to the state’s law school or set
up a new separate and equal facility for blacks.
Rather than face the expense of establishing a new
all-black law school, university officials lowered ra-
cial barriers and admitted black students to the all-
white institution.

COMMUNITY AND INSTITUTIONAL
RESPONSES

Despite the rise of interracial alliances and the
emergence of anti-racist movements among
whites, African Americans developed their own
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strategies for social change and helped to create
their own “new deal.” African Americans cared for
each other’s children, offered emotional support,
and creatively manipulated their family’s resources.
As one Georgia relief official noted, “These people
are catching and selling fish, reselling vegetables,
sewing in exchange for old clothes, letting out
sleeping space, and doing odd jobs . . . Stoves are
used in common, wash boilers go their rounds, and
garden crops are exchanged and shared.” Urban
blacks also maintained vegetable gardens, staged
rent parties, played the numbers game, and ex-
panded their church-based social welfare activities.
While rent parties provided “down home” food,
drink, music, and a place to dance for a small ad-
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mission fee, the “policy” or numbers game em-
ployed large numbers of African Americans as run-
ners and as bookkeepers. According to some
observers, for example, Chicago’s south side em-
ployed seven thousand people in the numbers
business and cushioned them from unemployment
even as it provided hope for thousands of blacks
seeking to make a “hit.” For their part, some “num-
bers kings” provided donations to black churches
and charitable organizations, but religious organi-
zations launched their own social welfare activities.
In addition to the work of established denomina-
tions, new religious movements also expanded
their efforts to feed the poor. Started during the
1920s, for example, Father Divine’s Peace Mission
moved its headquarters from Sayville on Long Is-
land to Harlem in 1932 and gained credit for feed-
ing the masses and offering relief from widespread
destitution. At about the same time, Bishop Charles
Emmanuel Grace, known as “Daddy Grace,”
founded the United House of Prayer of All People,
opened offices in twenty cities, and offered thou-
sands of people respite from suffering.

As African Americans used their community-
based social networks and institutions to address
their needs, they also turned toward the labor
movement. Under the growing influence of the
new CIO unions, African Americans expanded
their place in the house of labor. Perhaps more than
any other single figure, however, A. Philip Ran-
dolph epitomized the persistent struggle of black
workers to organize in their own interests. Born in
Crescent City, Florida, in 1889, Randolph had mi-
grated to New York City in 1911 and spearheaded
the formation of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car
Porters and Maids in 1925. When New Deal federal
legislation (the Railway Labor Act of 1934) legiti-
mized the rights of workers to organize, Randolph
and the BSCP intensified its organizing drive
among black porters. By 1933, the union represent-
ed some 35,000 porters. Two years later, the union
defeated a company union and won the right to
represent porters at the bargaining table with man-
agement, which signed its first contract with the
union in 1937. The BSCP victory not only helped to
make African Americans more union conscious, but
increased their impact on national labor policy.
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The NAACP, Urban League, and other civil
rights organizations also increased their focus on
the economic plight of African Americans. In 1933,
these organizations formed the Joint Committee on
National Recovery (JCNR) and helped to publicize
the racial inequities in New Deal programs. African
Americans also launched the “Don’t Buy Where
You Can’t Work” campaign in New York, Chicago,
Washington, D. C., and other cities. They boycotted
white merchants who served the African-American
community but refused to employ blacks except in
domestic and common laborer positions. When
Harlem store owners refused to negotiate, New
York blacks formed the Citizens League for Fair
Play and set up pickets around Blumstein’s Depart-
ment Store. In 1938, their actions produced con-
crete results when the New York Uptown Chamber
of Commerce and the Greater New York Coordi-
nating Committee for Employment agreed to give
African Americans one-third of all new retail exec-
utive, clerical, and sales jobs.

African Americans usually expressed their
grievances through organized and peaceful action,
but sometimes they despaired and turned to vio-
lence. Racial violence erupted in Harlem in 1935
when a rumor spread that a black youth had been
brutally attacked and killed by police. Although the
rumor proved false, African-American crowds soon
gathered and smashed buildings and looted stores
in a night of violence that left one person dead, over
fifty injured, and thousands of dollars in property
damage. Some blacks believed that radicalism of-
fered the most appropriate response to the deepen-
ing crisis of African Americans. Some African
Americans joined the Socialist Southern Tenant
Farmers Union (STFU) and the Communist Ala-
bama Sharecroppers Union. Nate Shaw (Ned
Cobb), whose life became the subject of an oral bi-
ography, recalled that he had joined the sharecrop-
pers union to fight the system that oppressed him.
Shaw later recalled that he had to act because he
had labored “under many rulins, just like the other
Negro, that I knowed was injurious to man and dis-
pleasin to God and still I had to fall back.” In Bir-
mingham, the Communist Party’s League of Strug-
gle for Negro Rights (LSNR) and its energetic fight
on behalf of the Scottsboro Boys also attracted un-
employed workers, such as Al Murphy and Hosea
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Hudson. As Hudson put it, “I always did resent in-
justice and the way they used to treat Negroes. . . .
My grandmother used to talk about these things.
She was very militant herself, you know.”

BLACKS AND THE NEW DEAL COALITION

Although some blacks joined radical social
movements and parties, most worked hard to
broaden their participation in the New Deal coali-
tion. As Republicans continued to take black votes
for granted, blacks increasingly turned toward the
northern wing of the Democratic Party. As early as
1932, the editor of the black weekly Pittsburgh Cou-
rier had urged African Americans to change their
political affiliation: “My friends, go turn Lincoln’s
picture to the wall . . . that debt has been paid in
full.” By the mid-1930s, nearly forty-five blacks had
received appointments to New Deal agencies. Re-
ferred to as the Black Cabinet, these black advisors
included Robert L. Vann, editor of the Pittsburgh
Courier, Robert C. Weaver, an economist, and Mary
McCleod Bethune, founder of Bethune-Cookman
College in Florida. In 1936, African Americans
formed the National Negro Congress (NNC),
which aimed to unite all existing political, fraternal,
and religious organizations and push for policies
designed to bring about the full socioeconomic re-
covery of the black community. Spearheaded by
Ralph Bunche, a professor of political science at
Howard University in Washington, D.C, and John
Davis, executive secretary of the Joint Comm