African Americans’ Experiences During the Great Depression 

TASK CARD

As a group, you will read and discuss background information, personal voices and analyze photographs to better understand African Americans’ experiences during the Great Depression.  After going through all 4 document cards, you will together plan a short presentation for your classmates.  The Facilitator must check off each task once you complete it.

STEP 1
Examine all documents, including photos and fill out the matrix for your assigned group.

STEP 2

As a group, plan a 5 minute presentation for the class.  Each person must speak during the presentation.   In your group presentation make sure to address:

· Give a brief overview of background information

· Pick a short quote (1-3 sentences) that you feel best describes African Americans experiences

· Show the 2 photographs and describe what is happening and why it is important

Overall, how do you think the great depression affected African Americans?

African Americans’ Experiences During the Great Depression:  Document #1
Background Information:

Early in the 1920s, the Depression had already begun for African Americans.  The decline in agriculture hit African-Americans farmers in the South especially hard.  By the middle of the 1920s, thousands of African Americans had already lost their jobs in shipping, coal mining and textile industries.  When the crash came in October of 1929, Black workers in the cities quickly lost their jobs, and in rural areas black agricultural workers were driven to the edge of starvation.  By 1932, unemployment among African Americans was nearly 50%.  In New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Detroit, nearly one in every three black families had to rely on some sort of public relief.  In some places it was even higher: in Atlanta it was 65%, in Norfolk, Virginia it was 80%.  Those who managed to keep their jobs were targets of racial violence.  Lynchings by the KKK were high during the Depression as jobless whites took out their anger and aggression on African Americans.  Discrimination in employment and racial segregation worsened throughout the United States.  
-from Black America by Marcia A. Smith
Discussion Questions:

1) Why had the Depression already begun for African Americans in the early 1920s?

2)  How did the great Depression affect African Americans?

African Americans’ Experiences During the Great Depression:  Document #2
Voices from the Great Depression:

“The Negro was born in depression.  It didn’t mean too much to him, The Great American Depression, as you call it.  There was no such thing.  The best he could be is a janitor or a porter or a shoeshine boy.  It only became official when it hit the white man.  If you can tell me the difference between the depression today and the Depression of 1932 for a black man, I’d like to know it.  Now, it’s worse, because of the prices . . . the American white man has been superior so long, he can’t figure out why he should come down.  I had a friend, he got tied downtown with some stock.  He blew about $20,000.  He came home and drank a bottle of poison.  It was a rarity to hear a Negro killing himself over a financial situation.  He might have killed himself over some woman.  Or getting in a fight.  But when it came to the financial end of it, there were so few who had anything.” 

-Clifford Burke in Hard Times

“I am ritening you a few lines to let you know how they are treating we colored people on this releaf.  I went up to our home vaster and replied for some thing to do an some thing to eat and she told me that she has nothing for me at all and so they give all the work to the white people and vie us nothing.  And Sir I want you to know how we are treated here.  So please help us if you can.”  

-anonymous letter to F.D.R., 1935 in Down and Out in the Great Depression: Letters from the Forgotten Man

Discussion Questions

1) What does Clifford Burke mean when he says that there was no such thing as the Great Depression for the Black man, “It only became official when it hit the white man”?

2) How do these two men describe their experiences?  

DOC. # 3 In the Grip of Segregation[image: image12.jpg]



Shot near the beginning of World War II, this photograph documents segregation in the United States. Although it was universal in the South, de facto and de jure segregation also existed in other parts of the U.S. Efforts to erode segregation by organizations such as the NAACP, the National Urban League, and the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters were slow and laborious.  
DOC. 4 Traveling Jim Crow
"Jim Crow" laws mandated that blacks have separate facilities for travel, lodging, eating and drinking, schooling, worship, housing, and other aspects of social and economic life. This railroad station sign in Manchester, Georgia, indicates the location of the restroom for black men. Failure to obey such signs could lead to arrest and imprisonment.
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DOCUMENT #5: Black sharecropper and wife. Mississippi
They have no tools, stock, equipment, or garden.
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Farmers and Migrant Workers Experiences During the Great Depression
TASK CARD

As a group, you will read and discuss background information, personal voices and analyze photographs to better understand Farmers and Migrant Workers experiences during the Great Depression.  After going through all 5 document cards, you will together plan a short presentation for your classmates.  The Facilitator must check off each task once you complete it as a group.

STEP 1
1) Examine all documents, including photos and fill out the matrix for your assigned group.

STEP 2

As a group, plan a 10 minute presentation for the class.  Each person must speak during the presentation. 

  In your group presentation make sure to address:

· Give a brief overview of background information

· Show the map and explain

· Pick 1 or 2 short quotes (1-3 sentences) that you feel best describe Farmers and Migrant Workers experiences

· Show the 2 photographs) and describe what is happening and why it is important

· Overall, how do you think the great depression affected Farmers and Migrant Workers?
Farmers and Migrant Workers Experiences during the Great Depression
Document #1
Background

The farming industry started to decline severely during the 1920s.  Farmers borrowed heavily from banks to pay for new technologically advanced equipment.  But as farmers failed to sell their surplus crops, they became unable to repay their bank loans and some lost their farms to foreclosures.  During the Great Depression, farmers’ incomes dropped by 50% and their property values decreased by billions.  Farmers had overworked their land and it was already dry and unusable.  When severe droughts hit, the soil became a powdery dust that swept across the plains in choking black clouds.  This area became known as the Dust Bowl.  The farmers fled the dust bowl in droves and headed to California.  These migrants were derogatorily called “Okies.”  

Look at the map and describe where the Dust Bowl took place
Doc. #2
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DOCUMENT #3: A WALL OF DUST
A wall of dust approaching a Kansas town. In: "Effect of Dust Storms on Health," U. S. Public Health Service, Reprint No. 1707 from the Public Health Reports, Vol. 50, no. 40, October 4, 1935.

[image: image5.jpg]



DOCUMENT #4: Town under Dirt: The Dust Bowl
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Farmers and Migrant Workers Experiences during the Great Depression
Document #5
The living conditions: 

When the “Okies” got to California, they were poor and many could not find jobs or housing.  They were discriminated against and made fun of.  Often they settled in shantytowns on the outskirts of cities or towns.  One nearby example is an area near Salinas nicknamed “little Oklahoma” where over 10,000 people lived crowded together.   An observer describes this shantytown where the “Okies” lived:
 “The dwellings are built of brush, rags, sacks, boxboard, odd bits of tin and galvanized iron, pieces of canvas and whatever other material was at hand at the time of construction . . . entire families, men, women and children are crowded into shacks, cooking and eating in the same room.  The majority of shacks have no sinks or drainage or waste.  So the garbage and bathroom waste was thrown outside on the ground.”

Discussion Questions:

1) What types of housing did the “Okies” live in?
2) Why do you think they had to live in these conditions?
Mexican Americans’ Experiences During the Great Depression
TASK CARD

As a group, you will read and discuss background information, personal voices and analyze photographs to better understand Mexican Americans’ experiences during the Great Depression.  After going through all 4 documents (3 cards and a movie clip), you will together plan a short presentation for your classmates.  The Facilitator must check off each task once you complete it as a group.

STEP 1
1. Examine all documents, including photos and fill out the matrix for your assigned group.

2. Watch clip from “Mi familia” posted on the website under Period Seven-> Great Depression and New Deal 

STEP 2

As a group, plan a 5  minute presentation for the class.  Each person must speak during the presentation.   In your group presentation make sure to address:

· Give a brief overview of background information

· Show the movie clip and explain

· Show and explain the photo and the cartoon.  Describe what is happening and why it is important (I have overheads of both)

Overall, how do you think the Great Depression affected Mexican Americans?
Mexican Americans’ Experiences During the Great Depression
Document #1
Background

During the early 1920s, Southwestern states like California, New Mexico, Arizona and Texas welcomed Mexican migrant workers as a source of cheap labor.  Many worked in agriculture and supported the booming economy.  However, once the Great Depression hit, the U.S. government drastically changed its tone.  Mexican laborers were the first to lose their jobs and massive deportation and repatriation programs began.  
During the Great Depression, the Federal Bureau of Immigration (after 1933, the Immigration and Naturalization Service) and local authorities rounded up Mexican immigrants and naturalized Mexican American citizens and shipped them to Mexico to reduce relief roles. In a shameful episode in the nation's history, more than 400,000 repatriados (Mexicans who were sent back to Mexico), many of them citizens of the United States by birth, were sent across the U.S.-Mexico border from Arizona, California, and Texas. Texas's Mexican-born population was reduced by a third. Los Angeles lost a third of its Mexican population.

The secretary of labor believed that removal of Mexican laborers would reduce relief (welfare) spending and free jobs for native-born citizens. Altogether, 82,400 were involuntarily deported by the federal government. Federal efforts were accompanied by city and county pressure to repatriate destitute Mexican American families.  The presence of federal agents, he said, would "have a tendency to scare many thousands of alien deportables out of this district, which is the intended result." In one raid in February 1931, police surrounded a downtown park popular with Mexicans and Mexican Americans and held some four hundred adults and children captive for over an hour. The threat of unemployment, deportation, and loss of relief payments led hundreds of thousands of others to leave. 

Discussion Questions
1) Why did the U.S. welcome Mexican migrant workers in the early 1920s?

2) What happened to Mexicans and Mexican Americans once the Great Depression hit?

3) How many Mexicans and Mexican Americans were repatriated?

4) Why did the U.S. government do this?

Mexican Americans’ Experiences During the Great Depression
Document #2
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In this photograph, a family gathers outside their "home" in California, a typical shack in a camp of Mexican and Mexican American migrant farm workers during the 1930s' Great Depression. The walls and roofs of the shack are patched together from different materials. Migrant farm workers of all races lived in temporary camps like this as they moved from farm to farm to follow the seasonal work. 
Discussion Questions
1) Describe the living conditions of this family

2) How do you think the Great Depression might have affected them?

DOCUMENT #3: San Antonio Mexicans waiting outside the Immigration Office
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From 1929-1939, the U.S. government organized the deportation of thousands of Mexican immigrants and Mexican Americans. Many others left voluntarily in fear that they would be deported and/or prosecuted.  Mexicans were accused of taking “American” jobs during the Great Depression. 

Emma Tenayuca, a San Antonio resident and influential figure in labor organizing during the depression, describes conditions as being full of misery and it was evident everywhere. "For Mexicans, things were unfair", Tenayuca recalled. She was aware of the injustice that Mexican San Antonio residents experienced. She said that during the depression, there was not one Mexican bus driver, nor one Mexican who worked with the telephone company. She agrees that these conditions, among others, contributed to repatriation.3 

DOCUMENT #4: Migrants, family of Mexicans, on road with tire trouble. Looking for work in the peas. California.
The farmworkers who remained struggled to survive in desperate conditions. Bank foreclosures drove small farmers from their land, and large landholders cut back on their permanent workforce. As with many Southwestern farm families, a great number of Mexican American farmers discovered they had to take on a migratory existence and traveled the highways in search of work.
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DOCUMENT #5: Discrimination during the Great Depression: San Antonio, Texas
San Antonio was the only major city in the U.S. that refused aid to starving citizens. Aid came from the state and federal government. City agencies denied Mexicans relief in San Antonio. During the Depression many or most Mexicans were in need of relief. A few churches and some middle and upper class
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Women and Children’s Experiences During the Great Depression
TASK CARD

As a group, you will read and discuss background information, personal voices and analyze photographs to better understand Women and Children’s experiences during the Great Depression.  After going through all 5 documents, you will together plan a short presentation for your classmates.  The Facilitator must check off each task once you complete it as a group.

STEP 1
1. Examine all documents, including photos and fill out the matrix for your assigned group.

STEP 2

As a group, plan a 5 minute presentation for the class.  Each person must speak during the presentation.   In your group presentation make sure to address:

· Give a brief overview of background information

· Pick 1 quote (1-3 sentences) that you feel best describes Women’s experiences

· Pick 1 quote (1-3 sentences) that you feel best describes Children’s experiences

· Show the 2 photographs (I have overheads of them) and describe what is happening and why it is important

· Overall, how do you think the Great Depression affected Women and Children?
· Women and Children’s Experiences during the Great Depression
Document #1
Background Information

Many women worked hard to help their families survive in the face of adversity during the Great Depression.  Many women worked at home or for low pay outside the home.  They usually received less pay than men and were often the targets of discrimination and resentment.  Some people believed that women had no right to work when men were unemployed.  Many Americans assumed that women had any easier time than men during the Depression because they were rarely seen outside or waiting in food or relief lines.  However, this was because many were at home starving or sick.  

Children also suffered greatly during the 1930s.  Poor diets and lack of health care led to serious health problems for most of them.  Many suffered from malnutrition and other diet related diseases.  Child welfare programs were cut and many schools were closed.  Some were forced to work in exploitative and dangerous jobs.  Others were sent out to scavenge for food for the family.  
Discussion Questions

1) What were conditions like for women during the Great Depression?

What were conditions like for children during the Great Depression?

2) Women and Children’s Experiences during the Great Depression
Document #2
Women’s Voices
I am a widow with a son fourteen years of age and am trying to support him and myself and keep him in school on a very small sum which I make.  I feel worthy of asking you about this:  I am greatly in need of a Coat.  If you have one which you had laid aside from last season would appreciate it so much if you would sent it to me.

-letter to Elenor Roosevelt (the president’s wife), 1934, in Down and Out in the Depression: Letters from the Forgotten Man
But I hope someday things will be a little better.  It is hard to send you children to school.  With hardly anything to eat. And not the warmer kind of clothes. I have three little children and I can hardly feed them right: Because I don’t have the right kind of things.  I have one sickly child and he need milk I can’t buy mild for him because my husband wages are too small. 

-letter to Harry Hopkins, Federal Relief Administrator, 1935, in Down and Out in the Depression: Letters from the Forgotten Man
Discussion Questions

1) What were some of the hardships these women faced?
What were some of the things they requested or needed?

2) Women and Children’s Experiences during the Great Depression
Document #3
Children’s Voices
I am a boy of 12 years . . . My father hasn’t worked for 5 months.  He went plenty of times to relief, he filled out application.  They won’t give us anything.  I don’t know why . . . My father he staying home.  All the time he’s crying because he can’t find work.  I told him why are you crying daddy, and daddy said why shouldn’t I cry when there is nothing in the house.  I feel sorry for him.  That night I couldn’t sleep.  

-letter to President and Mrs. Roosevelt, 1936, in Down and Out in the Depression: Letters from the Forgotten Man

Please help us.  My mother is sick three year and was in the hospital three month and she came out but she is not better and my father is peralised and can not work and we are poor . . . we have no one to give us a Christmas presents.  And if you want to buy a Christmas present please buy us a stove to do our cooking and to make good bread.  

Letter to President and Mrs. Roosevelt from a 10-year-old girl, 1935, in Down and Out in the Depression: Letters from the Forgotten Man

Discussion Questions

1) What do you think these children’s lives are like?

2) What are some of the hardships they face?

3) What are some of the things they ask for?

DOCUMENT #4: Migrant Mother by Dorothea Lange

“I saw and approached the hungry and desperate mother, as if drawn by a magnet. I do not remember how I explained my presence or my camera to her, but I do remember she asked me no questions. I made five exposures, working closer and closer from the same direction. I did not ask her name or her history. She told me her age, that she was thirty-two. She said that they had been living on frozen vegetables from the surrounding fields, and birds that the children killed. She had just sold the tires from her car to buy food. There she sat in that lean- to tent with her children huddled around her, and seemed to know that my pictures might help her, and so she helped me. There was a sort of equality about it.” (From: Popular Photography, Feb. 1960).
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Document #5: Secondary Source Reading on Women during the Depression by Susan Ware
…In many ways men and women experienced the Depression differently. Men were socialized to think of themselves as breadwinners; when they lost their jobs or saw their incomes reduced, they felt like failures because they couldn’t take care of their families. Women, on the other hand, saw their roles in the household enhanced as they juggled to make ends meet. Sociologists Robert and Helen Lynd noticed this trend in a study of Muncie, Indiana, published in 1937: “The men, cut adrift from their usual routine, lost much of their sense of time and dawdled helplessly and dully about the streets; while in the homes the women’s world remained largely intact and the round of cooking, housecleaning, and mending became if anything more absorbing.” To put it another way, no housewife lost her job in the Depression….

… Those traditional gender roles assumed that all women were members of families with a male breadwinner at its head, but that description did not always match reality. Women who were widowed or divorced, or whose husbands had deserted them, struggled to keep their families afloat; single women had to fend for themselves. These women were truly on the margins, practically invisible. The iconic image of the Depression is “The Forgotten Man”: the newly poor, downwardly mobile, unemployed worker, often standing in a breadline or selling apples on a street corner. Women who found themselves in similar dire straits rarely turned up in public spaces like breadlines or street corners; instead they often tried to cope quietly on their own. “I’ve lived in cities for many months broke, without help, too timid to get in breadlines,” remembered the writer Meridel LeSueur. “I’ve known many women to live like this until they simply faint on the street from privations, without saying a word to anyone. A woman will shut herself up in a room until it is taken away from her, and eat a cracker a day and be as quiet as a mouse.”
Women who sought relief or paid employment risked public scorn or worse for supposedly taking jobs and money away from more deserving men. When Norman Cousins realized that the number of gainfully employed women in 1939 roughly equaled the national unemployment total, he offered this flippant remedy: “Simply fire the women, who shouldn’t be working anyway, and hire the men. Presto! No unemployment. No relief rolls. No depression.” Yet this attempt to make women scapegoats for the Depression rested on shaky grounds. Many women had no choice but to work, providing the sole source of support for themselves or their families. Plus, given the segmentation of the workforce by gender, it was not so simple—or even desired—for men to move into women’s jobs, as a sociologist realized: “Few of the people who opposed married women’s employment seem to realize that a coal miner or steel worker cannot very well fill the jobs of nursemaids, cleaning women, or the factory and clerical jobs now filled by women.” Since traditionally male fields like heavy industry and manufacturing were the hardest hit by the Depression, while clerical and sales fields populated by women were somewhat less affected, this division of labor gave women workers a slight edge. Unfortunately it came with a price: reinforcing traditional stereotypes of what constituted women’s work. Still, even the terrible economic crisis could not derail the overarching twentieth-century trend of women increasingly working for pay outside the home. According to census figures, the percentage of employed women fourteen and older actually rose during the Depression from 24.3 percent in 1930 to 25.4 percent in 1940, a gain of two million jobs. Even more dramatically, the number of married women working doubled during the decade….

… When talking about women as a group, it is always important to ask “which women?” when generalizations are offered. Women experienced the Depression differently based on their age, marital status, geographical location, race and ethnicity, and a host of other factors. For example, the 1930s urban housewife had access to electricity and running water, while her rural equivalent usually struggled with the burdens of domesticity without such modern conveniences. (Only one in ten farm families in 1935 had electricity.) Farm families also struggled with declining agricultural prices, foreclosures, and in the Midwest, a terrible drought that contributed to the Dust Bowl migrations of that decade.
African Americans, long subject to discrimination and prejudice, often viewed the Depression differently from whites. Times had always been hard, and suddenly they just got a lot harder. The novelist and poet Maya Angelou, who grew up in Stamps, Arkansas, recalled, “The country had been in the throes of the Depression for two years before the Negroes in Stamps knew it. I think that everyone thought the Depression, like everything else, was for the white folks.” In 1930 nine out of ten African American women worked in agriculture or domestic service, both areas hard hit by the depression. Housewives who previously hired servants began to do their own housework; sometimes white women competed for jobs previously abandoned as too undesirable to black women. In the South and West, Mexican American women on the bottom rung of the economic ladder faced similar conditions, but with an added dimension: the threat of deportation back to Mexico because of fears about competition for jobs and relief. In the depths of the Depression, perhaps one-third of the Mexican American population returned to Mexico, straining family ties and causing extreme financial hardship.
Herbert Hoover’s initial response to the onset of the Depression in 1929 had been to turn to business, private charity, and state and local welfare councils to address the problem, but those resources quickly proved inadequate. When Franklin Roosevelt took office in 1933, his New Deal forged new ground in expanding the presence of the federal government in the economy and making concrete connections between federal programs and the lives of everyday citizens.
And yet women struggled to be treated as equal citizens when trying to qualify for these new federal programs. One- quarter of National Recovery Administration codes set lower minimum wages for women than men performing the same jobs, and New Deal agencies like the Civil Works Administration and Civilian Conservation Corps gave jobs almost exclusively to men. Not considered suitable for heavy construction jobs, women on relief were shunted into sewing rooms; black and Mexican American women faced racial discrimination as well. The Social Security Act and the Fair Labor Standards Acts did not initially cover major areas of women’s employment such as agricultural work or domestic service. Furthermore, social security benefits were structured around a traditional model of a male breadwinner and dependent female housewife, which disadvantaged women who didn’t fit that profile and implied that women deserved economic rights only in relation to men. The Wagner Act of 1935 fueled a dramatic growth in organized labor, and woman workers participated in major CIO strikes and union organizing drives, but few women held leadership positions…
DOCUMENT #6: Homeless Teenagers

During the Great Depression, many teenagers left their family’s households so that they would not be burdensome to their parents.  These teenagers were almost always unemployed and often could not find a place to sleep.  Many journalists reported that cities were full of wandering young people trying to find food and a warm place to sit still.  Some teenagers were seen walking along the railroad lines, walking in packs. 
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