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In a famous speech he made in 1918, amid the horrors of World War I, 

President Woodrow Wilson outlined his Fourteen Points for interna-

tional peace. Americans, he argued, must help make the world “fit and 

safe to live in.” “We cannot be separated in interest or divided in purpose,” 

Wilson declared. Fifteen years later, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt 

made a similar call for solidarity during the Great Depression. “We face 

the arduous days that lie before us,” he said, “in the warm courage of 

national unity.” Soon, even more grit and determination were needed, as 

Americans faced another looming world war.

In these years, America’s political leaders met major challenges 

at home and abroad with bold responses. The exception to this pattern 

was the 1920s, a decade of limited government under Republican presi-

dents who deferred to business interests and to Americans’ isolationist, 

consumer-oriented mood. During the crises of World War I, the Great 

Depression, and World War II, however, American voters called for — and 

got — what Roosevelt called “action and action now.”

Wilson’s proposals met with failure at the end of World War I, but 

Roosevelt won immense popularity for his measures to combat the 

depression, which helped millions of Americans survive unemployment 

and hardship. FDR, however, had limited success in ending the depres-

sion until World War II reignited the American economy. The United 

States emerged from the war with unprecedented global power, and the 

federal government with a broad mandate for sustaining the new welfare 

state. Part 7 addresses these transformations.
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America’s Rise to World Power

The United States became a major international power 
after the 1890s, first in the Western Hemisphere and 
by the 1940s across the world, renewing debates at 
home about America’s global role. After defeating 
Spain in the War of 1898, the United States claimed 
overseas colonies and asserted control over the Carib-
bean basin. Though President Wilson attempted to 
maintain neutrality at the start of World War I, trade 
ties and old alliances drew America into the conflict 
on the Allied side. Wilson sought to influence the 
peace, but Allied leaders ignored his proposals and 
the Senate rejected the Treaty of Versailles. By war’s 
end, the United States’s position on the world stage 
remained uncertain. 

The 1920s was an era of dollar diplomacy and U.S. 
business expansion abroad. In the 1930s, faced with 
isolationist sentiment at home and the rise of fascist 
powers in Europe and Japan, the Roosevelt adminis-
tration steered a middle course. In the late 1930s, it 
began to send aid to its traditional ally Great Britain 
without committing U.S. forces, keeping the nation 
out of the brewing wars in Europe and the Pacific. 
When the United States entered World War II in 1941, 
it did so as part of an alliance with both England and 
the Soviet Union against Germany and Japan (and their 
ally Italy). The United States emerged from the war as 
the dominant global power. These events are covered 
in Chapters 21, 22, and 24.

Modernity and Its Discontents

World War I had a powerful domestic impact in the 
United States. The Great Migration brought African 
Americans northward, and Mexicans across the U.S. 
border, to take up wartime jobs. A full-blown modern 
consumer culture also emerged by the 1920s as radio, 
cars, and Hollywood movies transformed leisure pas-
times. While many Americans embraced consumer 
culture, others expressed deep fear and antagonism 
toward a new modern sensibility, especially secularism 
and sexual freedoms. Repressive impulses also came 
from above; during World War I, the federal govern-
ment introduced new laws to police dissent, and the 
country took a sharp right turn. A Red Scare, rollback 
of labor and immigrant rights, and rising nativism 
marked the political scene. A resurgent nationwide 
Klan arose to target Catholics and Jews as well as 
African Americans. Many cultural conflicts emerged: 
the teaching of evolution in the schools angered 
religious fundamentalists, while “wets” and “drys” 
debated the prohibition of liquor. 

Later events showed that racism took many forms: 
the U.S. government deported hundreds of thousands 
of people of Mexican descent during the Great Depres-
sion, including American citizens, and temporarily 
imprisoned Japanese Americans in a mass relocation 
policy during World War II. These, too, represented 
battles over what a diverse, modern nation would 
look like. We explore these conflicts in Chapters 21, 
22, and 24. 
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Creation of the Welfare State 

In comparison with their progressive predecessors 
(Chapters 19 and 20), Republican policymakers of 
the 1920s believed in hands-off government. Their 
policies likely helped trigger the Great Depression and 
deepened its impact after it arrived. Starting in 1932, 
Americans voted for change: President Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s New Deal programs, 1933–1937, expanded 
federal responsibility for the welfare of ordinary citi-
zens, sweeping away the laissez faire individualism 
of the previous decade. Though the New Deal faced 
considerable challenges on the political right — espe-
cially from business and corporate leaders and a hostile 
Supreme Court — the popularity of its programs, such 
as Social Security, established a broad consensus that 
the United States needed a modern welfare state to 
regulate the economy and provide a basic safety net 
for the nation’s citizens. For an exploration of the 
New Deal, see Chapter 23.

Wartime measures went even further, as the govern-
ment mobilized the entire economy and tens of millions 
of citizens to fight the Axis powers. The welfare state 
became a “warfare state,” and Congress gave the 
president broad powers to fight the war abroad and 
reorganize the economy at home. Under the govern-
ment-directed wartime economy, business boomed 
and productivity grew, but other policies, such as the 
internment of Japanese immigrants and Japanese 
Americans, violated fragile civil liberties, leaving a 
mixed legacy. On America’s roles in World War II, see 
Chapter 24.

Domestic and 
Global Challenges
1890–1945

Thematic Understanding

This timeline arranges some of the important 

events of this period into themes. Consider 

the entries under “America in the World,” 

“Politics and Power,” “Identity,” and “Ideas, 

Beliefs, and Culture.” What connections do 

you see between events on the world stage and 

developments within the United States? What 

impact did World War I, the Great Depression, 

and World War II appear to have on American 

politics, society, and culture? >
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AMERICA IN 
THE WORLD

POLITICS AND 
POWER

IDENTITY IDEAS, BELIEFS, 
AND CULTURE

WORK, 
EXCHANGE, AND 
TECHNOLOGY

1890   Congress funds 
construction of modern 
battleships 

  U.S.-backed planters 
overthrow Hawaii’s 
queen (1892)

  U.S. wins War of 1898 
against Spain; claims 
Hawaii, Puerto Rico, 
Guam, and Philippines

  Republicans sweep 
congressional elections 
as Americans respond 
to severe depression 
(1894)

  Republican William 
McKinley elected 
president (1896)

  “American 
exceptionalism” and 
rise of imperialism

  Alfred Mahan, The 
Influence of Sea Power 
upon History (1890)

  “Remember the Maine” 
campaign fuels surge in 
nationalism

  Depression of 1890s 
increases pressure for 
U.S. to secure foreign 
markets

1900   U.S. war against 
Philippine 
revolutionaries

  Roosevelt Corollary to 
Monroe Doctrine (1904)

  William McKinley 
reelected on pro-
imperialist platform 
(1900)

  William McKinley 
assassinated; Theodore 
Roosevelt becomes 
president (1901) 

  Insular Cases establish 
noncitizenship status 
for new territories 
(1901)

  California, Washington, 
and Hawaii limit rights 
for Asian immigrants 

  Rise of modernism   Root-Takahira 
Agreement affirms 
free oceanic commerce 
(1908)

1910   Wilson intervenes in 
Mexico (1914)

  Panama Canal opened 
(1914) 

  United States enters 
WWI (1917)

  War ends; Wilson seeks 
to influence peace treaty 
negotiations (1918) 

  Woodrow Wilson 
elected president (1912)

  Red Scare (1919)

  Woodrow Wilson issues 
Fourteen Points (1919)

  U.S. Senate rejects 
Treaty of Versailles 
(1919, 1920) 

  New Ku Klux Klan 
founded (1915)

  Post-WWI race riots

  Wartime pressure for 
“100% loyalty”; dissent 
suppressed

  Moviemaking industry 
moves to southern 
California

  Birth of a Nation 
glorifies the 
Reconstruction-era Klan 
(1915)

  Radio Corporation of 
America created (1919)

  Great Migration brings 
African Americans 
to northern cities, 
Mexicans north to 
United States

  Assembly-line 
production begins

1920   Heyday of “dollar 
diplomacy”

  U.S. occupation of Haiti 
and other Caribbean 
and Central American 
nations

  Nineteenth Amendment 
grants women’s 
suffrage (1920)

  Prohibition (1920–1933)

  Teapot Dome scandal 
(1923)

  Republican “associated 
state,” probusiness 
policies (1920–1932)

  National Origins Act 
limits immigration 
(1924)

  Rise of Hollywood 

  Harlem Renaissance

  Popularity of jazz music

  Scopes “monkey trial” 
(1925)

  Economic prosperity 
(1922–1929)

  Labor gains rolled back

  Era of welfare 
capitalism

  Rise of automobile 
loans and consumer 
credit

1930   Rise of European fascist 
powers

  Japan invades China 
(1937)

  Franklin Roosevelt 
elected president (1932)

  First New Deal (1933)

  Second New Deal (1935)

  Roosevelt attempts to 
reform Supreme Court 
(1937)

  Bonus Army (1932)

  Indian Reorganization 
Act (1934)

  Social Security created 
(1935)

  Documentary impulse 
in arts

  WPA assists artists

  Federal Writers’ Project

  Great Depression 
(1929–1941)

  Rise of CIO and 
organized labor

1940   United States enters 
WWII (1941)

  Atomic bombing of 
Japan and end of WWII 
(1945)

  United Nations founded 
(1945)

  Roosevelt elected to 
fourth term (1944)

  Roosevelt dies (1945)

  Harry Truman becomes 
president (1945)

  Internment of Japanese 
Americans 

  Segregation in armed 
services until 1948

  Film industry aids war 
effort

  War spending ends 
depression

  Rationing curbs 
consumer spending

  Married women take 
war jobs
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IDENTIFY THE BIG IDEA
As the United States became a major 
power on the world stage, what 
ideas and interests did policymak-
ers seek to promote in international 
affairs?

21
A

ccepting the Democratic presiden-
tial nomination in 1900, William 
Jennings Bryan delivered a famous 

speech denouncing U.S. military occu-
pations overseas. “God Himself,” Bryan 
declared, “placed in every human heart 
the love of liberty. . . . He never made a 
race of people so low in the scale of civilization or intelligence that it would welcome a 
foreign master.” At the time, Republican president William McKinley was leading an 
ambitious and popular plan of overseas expansion. The United States had asserted con-
trol over the Caribbean, claimed Hawaii, and sought to annex the Philippines. Bryan 
failed to convince a majority of voters that imperialism — the exercise of military, politi-
cal, and economic power overseas — was the wrong direction. He lost the election by a 
landslide.

By the 1910s, however, American enthusiasm for overseas involvement cooled. 
Despite efforts to stay neutral, the United States got caught up in the global catastrophe 
of World War I, which killed 8 million combatants, including over 50,000 U.S. soldiers. 
By the war’s end, European powers’ grip on their colonial empires was weakening. The 
United States also ceased acquiring overseas territories and pursued a different path. It 
did so in part because the war brought dramatic changes at home, leaving Americans a 
postwar legacy of economic upheaval and political disillusionment.

President Woodrow Wilson, who in 1913 appointed Bryan as his secretary of state, 
tried to steer a middle course between revolutionary socialism and European-style impe-
rialism. In Wilson’s phrase, America would “make the world safe for democracy” while 
unapologetically working to advance U.S. economic interests. The U.S. Senate, however, 
rejected the 1919 Treaty of Versailles and with it Wilson’s vision, leaving the nation’s 
foreign policy in doubt. Should the United States try to promote democracy abroad? If 
so, how? To what degree should the federal government seek to promote American 
business interests? Under what conditions was overseas military action justified? When, 
on the contrary, did it impinge on others’ sovereignty, endanger U.S. soldiers, and invite 
disaster? Today’s debates over foreign policy still center to a large degree on questions 
that Americans debated in the era of McKinley, Bryan, and Wilson, when the nation first 
asserted itself as a major world power. 

FROM EXPANSION 
TO IMPERIALISM

Foundations of Empire

The War of 1898

Spoils of War

A POWER AMONG 
POWERS

The Open Door in Asia

The United States and Latin 
America

THE UNITED STATES 
IN WORLD WAR I

From Neutrality to War

“Over There”

War on the Home Front

CATASTROPHE AT 
VERSAILLES

The Fate of Wilson’s Ideas

Congress Rejects the Treaty

An Emerging World Power
1890–1918

C H A P T E R
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American Soldiers on a French Battlefield, 1918 As the United States asserted its power on the 
world stage, American soldiers found themselves fighting on foreign battlefields. This 1918 photograph 
shows a few of the 1 million U.S. soldiers who joined French and British troops fighting on the brutal 
Western Front to defeat Germany in the Great War. Over 26,000 American soldiers lost their lives on the 
battlefield during World War I, and 95,000 were wounded. Library of Congress.
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From Expansion 
to Imperialism
Historians used to describe turn-of-the-twentieth-

century U.S. imperialism as something new and unprec-

edented. Now they stress continuities between foreign 

policy in this era and the nation’s earlier, relentless 

expansion across North America. Wars against native 

peoples had occurred almost continuously since the 

country’s founding; in the 1840s, the United States had 

annexed a third of Mexico. The United States never 

administered a large colonial empire, as did European 

powers like Spain, England, and Germany, partly 

because it had a plentiful supply of natural resources 

in the American West. But policymakers undertook a 

determined quest for global markets. Events in the 

1890s opened opportunities to pursue this goal in 

new ways.

Foundations of Empire
American empire builders around 1900 fulfilled a 

vision laid out earlier by William Seward, secretary of 

state under presidents Abraham Lincoln and Andrew 

Johnson, who saw access to global markets as the key 

to power (Chapter 16). Seward’s ideas had won only 

limited support at the time, but the severe economic 

depression of the 1890s brought Republicans into 

power and Seward’s ideas back into vogue. Confronting 

high unemployment and mass protests, policymakers 

feared American workers would embrace socialism or 

Marxism. The alternative, they believed, was to create 

jobs and prosperity at home by selling U.S. products in 

overseas markets.

Intellectual trends also favored imperialism. As 

early as 1885, in his popular book Our Country, 

Congregationalist minister Josiah Strong urged Pro t-

estants to proselytize overseas. He predicted that the 

American “Anglo-Saxon race,” which represented “the 

largest liberty, the purest Christianity, the highest civi-

lization,” would “spread itself over the earth.” Such 

arguments were grounded in American exceptional-
ism, the idea that the United States had a unique des-

tiny to foster democracy and civilization.

As Strong’s exhortation sug-

gested, imperialists also drew on 

popular racial theories, which 

claimed that people of “Anglo-

Saxon” descent — English and 

often German — were superior to 

all others. “Anglo-Saxon” rule 

over foreign people of color made sense in an era when, 

at home, most American Indians and Asian immi-

grants were denied citizenship and most southern 

blacks were disenfranchised. Imperialists argued that 

“free land” on the western frontier was dwindling, and 

thus new outlets needed to be found for American 

energy and enterprise. Responding to critics of U.S. 

occupation of the Philippines, Theodore Roosevelt 

scoffed: if Filipinos should control their own islands, he 

declared, then America was “morally bound to return 

Arizona to the Apaches.” 

Imperialists also justified their views through 

racialized Social Darwinism (Chapter 18). Josiah 

Strong, for example, predicted that with the globe fully 

occupied, a “competition of races” would ensue, with 

victory based on “survival of the fittest.” Fear of ruth-

less competition drove the United States, like European 

nations, to invest in the latest weapons. Policymakers 

saw that European powers were amassing steel-plated 

battleships and carving up Africa and Asia among them-

selves. In his book The Influence of Sea Power upon 

History (1890), U.S. naval officer Alfred Mahan urged 

the United States to enter the fray, observing that naval 

power had been essential to past empires. As early as 

1886, Congress ordered construction of two steel-hulled 

battleships, the USS Texas and USS Maine; in 1890, it 

appropriated funds for three more, a program that 

expanded over the next two decades.

During Grover Cleveland’s second term (1893–

1897), his secretary of state, Richard Olney, turned 

to direct confrontation. He warned Europe to stay 

away from Latin America, which he saw as the United 

States’s rightful sphere of influence. Without consult-

ing the nation of Venezuela, Olney suddenly demanded 

in 1895 that Britain resolve a long-standing border dis-

pute between Venezuela and Britain’s neighboring col-

ony, British Guiana. Invoking the Monroe Doctrine, 

which stated that the Western Hemisphere was off-

limits to further European colonization, Olney warned 

that the United States would brook no challenge to 

its interests. Startled, Britain agreed to arbitrate. U.S. 

power was on the rise.

The War of 1898
Events in the Caribbean presented the United States 

with far greater opportunities. In 1895, Cuban patriots 

mounted a major guerrilla war against Spain, which 

had lost most of its other New World territories. 

The Spanish commander responded by rounding 

up Cuban civilians into concentration camps, where 

as many as 200,000 died of starvation, exposure, 

TRACE CHANGE 
OVER TIME 
How did imperialism in the 
1890s reflect both conti-
nuities and changes from 
earlier eras?
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or dysentery. In the United States, “yellow journalists” 

such as William Randolph Hearst turned their plight 

into a cause célèbre. Hearst’s coverage of Spanish atroc-

ities fed a surge of nationalism, especially among those 

who feared that industrialization was causing American 

men to lose physical strength and valor. The govern-

ment should not pass up this opportunity, said Indiana 

senator Albert Beveridge, to “manufacture manhood.” 

Congress called for Cuban independence.

President Cleveland had no interest in supporting 

the Cuban rebellion but worried over Spain’s failure to 

end it. The war disrupted trade and damaged American-

owned sugar plantations on the island. Moreover, an 

unstable Cuba was incompatible with U.S. strategic 

interests, including a proposed canal whose Caribbean 

approaches had to be safeguarded. Taking office in 

1897, President William McKinley took a tough stance. 

In September, a U.S. diplomat informed Spain that it 

must ensure an “early and certain peace” or the United 

States would step in. At first, this hard line seemed to 

work: Spain’s conservative regime fell, and a liberal 

government, taking office in October 1897, offered 

Cuba limited self-rule. But Spanish loyalists in Havana 

rioted against this proposal, while Cuban rebels held 

out for full independence.

In February 1898, Hearst’s New York Journal pub-

lished a private letter in which a Spanish minister to the 

United States belittled McKinley. The minister, Dupuy 

de Lôme, resigned, but exposure of the de Lôme letter 

intensified Americans’ indignation toward Spain. The 

next week brought shocking news: the U.S. battle cruiser 

Maine had exploded and sunk in Havana harbor, with 

260 seamen lost. “Whole Country Thrills with the War 

Fever,” proclaimed the New York Journal. “Remember 
the Maine” became a national chant. Pop u lar passions 

were now a major factor in the march toward war.

McKinley assumed the sinking of the Maine had 

been accidental. Improbably, though, a naval board of 

inquiry blamed an underwater mine, fueling public 

outrage. (Later investigators disagreed: the more likely 

cause was a faulty ship design that placed explosive 

munitions too close to coal bunkers, which were prone 

to fire.) No evidence linked Spain to the purported 

mine, but if a mine sank the Maine, then Spain was 

responsible for not protecting the ship.

Business leaders became impatient, believing war 

was preferable to an unending Cuban crisis. On 

March 27, McKinley cabled an ultimatum to Madrid: 

an immediate ceasefire in Cuba for six months and, 

with the United States mediating, peace negotiations 

with the rebels. Spain, while desperate to avoid war, 

balked at the added demand that mediation must result 

in Cuban independence. On April 11, McKinley asked 

Congress for authority to intervene in Cuba “in the 

name of civilization, [and] in behalf of endangered 

American interests.”

Historians long referred to the ensuing fight as the 

Spanish-American War, but because that name ignores 

the central role of Cuban revolutionaries, many histo-

rians now call the three-way conflict the War of 1898. 

Though Americans widely admired Cubans’ aspirations 

for freedom, the McKinley administration defeated a 

congressional attempt to recognize the rebel govern-

ment. In response, Senator Henry M. Teller of Colorado 

added an amendment to the war bill, disclaiming any 

intention by the United States to occupy Cuba. The 

Teller Amendment reassured Americans that their 

country would uphold democracy abroad as well as at 

home. McKinley’s expectations differed. He wrote pri-

vately, “We must keep all we get; when the war is over 

we must keep what we want.”

On April 24, 1898, Spain declared war on the 

United States. The news provoked full-blown war fever. 

Across the country, young men enlisted for the fight. 

Theodore Roosevelt, serving in the War Department, 

resigned to become lieutenant colonel of a cavalry reg-

iment. Recruits poured into makeshift bases around 

Tampa, Florida, where confusion reigned. Rifles failed 

to arrive; food was bad, sanitation worse. No provision 

had been made for getting troops to Cuba, so the gov-

ernment hastily collected a fleet of yachts and commer-

cial boats. Fortunately, the regular army was a disci-

plined, professional force; its 28,000 seasoned troops 

provided a nucleus for 200,000 volunteers. The navy 

was in better shape: Spain had nothing to match 

America’s seven battleships and armored cruisers. The 

Spanish admiral bitterly predicted that his fleet would 

“like Don Quixote go out to fight windmills and come 

back with a broken head.”

The first, decisive military engagement took place 

in the Pacific. This was the handiwork of Theodore 

Roosevelt, who, in his government post, had gotten the 

intrepid Commodore George Dewey appointed com-

mander of the Pacific fleet. In the event of war, Dewey 

had instructions to sail immediately for the Spanish-

owned Philippines. When war was declared, Roosevelt 

confronted his surprised superior and pressured him 

into validating Dewey’s instructions. On May 1, 1898, 

American ships cornered the Spanish fleet in Manila 

Bay and destroyed it. Manila, the Philippine capital, 

fell on August 13. “We must on no account let the 

[Philippines] go,” declared Senator Henry Cabot 

Lodge. McKinley agreed. The United States now had a 

major foothold in the western Pacific.
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Dewey’s victory directed policymakers’ attention to 

Hawaii. Nominally independent, these islands had 

long been subject to U.S. influence, including a horde 

of resident American sugarcane planters. An 1876 

treaty between the United States and the island’s mon-

arch gave Hawaiian sugar free access to the American 

market, without tariff payments, 

and Hawaii pledged to sign no 

such agreement with any other 

power. When this treaty was 

renewed in 1887, Hawaii also 

granted a long-coveted lease for a 

U.S. naval base at Pearl Harbor. Four years later, suc-

ceeding her brother as Hawaii’s monarch, Queen 

Liliuokalani made known her frustration with these 

treaties. In response, an Annexation Club of U.S.-

backed planters organized secretly and in 1892, with 

the help of U.S. Marines, overthrew the queen and then 

negotiated a treaty of annexation. Grover Cleveland, 

however, rejected it when he entered office, declaring 

that it would violate America’s “unbroken tradition” 

against acquiring territory overseas. 

Dewey’s victory in Manila delivered what the plant-

ers wanted: Hawaii acquired strategic value as a half-

way station to the Philippines. In July 1898, Congress 

voted for annexation, over the protests of Hawaii’s 

deposed queen. “Oh, honest Americans,” she pleaded, 

“as Christians hear me for my down-trodden people! 

Their form of government is as dear to them as yours 

is precious to you. Quite as warmly as you love your 

country, so they love theirs.” But to the great powers, 

Hawaii was not a country. One congressman dismissed 

Hawaii’s monarchy as “absurd, grotesque, tottering”; 

the “Aryan race,” he declared, would “rescue” the islands 

from it. 

Hawaii’s Queen

Hawaiian queen Liliuokalani (1838–1917) was the great-
granddaughter of Keaweaheulu, founder of the Kamehameha 
dynasty that had ruled the islands since the late 1700s. 
Liliuokalani assumed the throne after her brother’s death 
in 1891. As an outspoken critic, however, of treaties ced-
ing power to U.S. economic interests, she was deposed 
three years later by a cabal of sugar planters who estab-
lished a republic. When secret plans to revolt and restore 
the monarchy were discovered, the queen was imprisoned 
for a year in Iolani Palace. She lived the remainder of her life 
in Hawaii but never regained power. Fluent in English and 
influenced from childhood by Congregational missionaries, 
she used this background to advocate for her people; in her 
book Hawaii’s Story by Hawaii’s Queen (1898), she appealed 
for justice from fellow Christians. George Bacon Collection, 
Hawaii State Archives.

To see a longer excerpt from Queen Liliuokalani’s 
appeal, along with other primary sources from this 
period, see Sources for America’s History.

Further U.S. annexations took on their own logic. 

The navy pressed for another coaling base in the cen-

tral Pacific; that meant Guam, a Spanish island in the 

Marianas. A strategic base was needed in the Caribbean; 

that meant Puerto Rico. By early summer, before U.S. 

troops had fired a shot in Cuba, McKinley’s broader 

war aims were crystallizing.

In Cuba, Spanish forces were depleted by the long 

guerrilla war. Though poorly trained and equipped, 

American forces had the advantages of a demoralized 

foe and knowledgeable Cuban allies. The main battle 

occurred on July 1 at San Juan Hill, near Santiago, where 

the Spanish fleet was anchored. Roosevelt’s Rough 

Riders took the lead, but four African American regi-

ments bore the brunt of the fighting. Observers credited 

much of the victory to the “superb gallantry” of these 

soldiers. Spanish troops retreated to a well-fortified 

second line, but U.S. forces were spared the test of a 

second assault. On July 3, the Spanish fleet in Santiago 

harbor tried a desperate run through the American 

blockade and was destroyed. Days later, Spanish forces 

surrendered. American combat casualties had been 

few; most U.S. soldiers’ deaths had resulted from 

malaria and yellow fever. 

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
Why did the United States 
go to war against Spain in 
1898, and what led to U.S. 
victory? 
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Spoils of War
The United States and Spain quickly signed a prelimi-

nary peace agreement in which Spain agreed to liberate 

Cuba and cede Puerto Rico and Guam to the United 

States. But what would happen to the Philippines, an 

immense archipelago that lay more than 5,000 miles 

from California? Initially, the United States aimed to 

keep only Manila, because of its fine harbor. Manila 

was not defensible, however, without the whole island 

of Luzon, on which it sat. After deliberating, McKinley 

found a justification for annexing all of the Philippines. 

He decided that “we could not leave [the Filipinos] to 

themselves — they were unfit for self-rule.”

This declaration provoked heated debate. Under 

the Constitution, as Republican senator George F. Hoar 

argued, “no power is given to the Federal Government 

to acquire territory to be held and governed perma-

nently as colonies” or “to conquer alien people and 

hold them in subjugation.” Leading citizens and peace 

advocates, including Jane Addams and Mark Twain, 

enlisted in the anti-imperialist cause. Steel king Andrew 

Carnegie offered $20 million to purchase Philippine 

independence. Labor leader Samuel Gompers warned 

union members about the threat of competition from 

low-wage Filipino immigrants. Anti-imperialists, how-

ever, were a diverse lot. Some argued that Filipinos 

were perfectly capable of self-rule; others warned about 

The Battle of San Juan Hill

On July 1, 1898, the key battle for Cuba took place on heights overlooking Santiago. African American 
troops bore the brunt of the fighting. Although generally overlooked, black soldiers’ role in the San Juan 
battle is done justice in this contemporary lithograph, without the demeaning stereotypes by which blacks 
were normally depicted in an age of intensifying racism. Note, however, that as in the Civil War, blacks 
enlisted as foot soldiers; their officers were white. Library of Congress.
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the dangers of annexing eight million Filipinos of an 

“inferior race.” “No matter whether they are fit to gov-

ern themselves or not,” declared a Missouri congress-

man, “they are not fit to govern us.”

Beginning in late 1898, anti-imperialist leagues 

sprang up around the country, but they never sparked a 

mass movement. On the contrary, McKinley’s “splendid 

little war” proved immensely popular. Confronted with 

that reality, Democrats waffled. Their standard-bearer, 

William Jennings Bryan, decided 

not to stake Demo crats’ future on 

opposition to a policy that he 

believed to be irreversible. He 

threw his party into turmoil by 

declaring last-minute support for 

McKinley’s proposed treaty. Hav-

ing met military defeat, Spanish 

representatives had little choice. In 

the Treaty of Paris, Spain ceded the Philippines to the 

United States for $20 million.

Annexation was not as simple as U.S. policymakers 

had expected. On February 4, 1899, two days before 

the Senate ratified the treaty, fighting broke out 

between American and Filipino patrols on the edge of 

Manila. Confronted by annexation, rebel leader Emilio 

Aguinaldo asserted his nation’s independence and 

turned his guns on occupying American forces. Though 

Aguinaldo found it difficult to organize a mass-based 

resistance movement, the ensuing conflict between 

Filipino nationalists and U.S. troops far exceeded in 

length and ferocity the war just concluded with Spain. 

Fighting tenacious guerrillas, the U.S. Army resorted to 

the same tactics Spain had employed in Cuba: burning 

crops and villages and rounding up civilians. Atrocities 

became commonplace on both sides. In three years of 

warfare, 4,200 Americans and an estimated 200,000 

Fil ipinos died; many of the latter were dislocated civil-

ians, particularly children, who succumbed to malnu-

trition and disease.

McKinley’s convincing victory over William 

Jennings Bryan in 1900 suggested popular satisfaction 

with America’s overseas adventures, even in the face of 

dogged Filipino resistance to U.S. rule. The fighting 

ended in 1902, and William Howard Taft, appointed as 

governor-general of the Philippines, sought to make 

the territory a model of roadbuilding and sanitary engi-

neering. Yet misgivings lingered as Americans con-

fronted the brutality of the war. Philosopher William 

James noted that the United States had destroyed “these 

islanders by the thousands, their villages and cities. . . . 

Could there be any more damning indictment of that 

whole bloated ideal termed ‘modern civilization’?” 

(American Voices, p. 680).

Constitutional issues also remained unresolved. 

The treaty, while guaranteeing freedom of religion to 

inhabitants of ceded Spanish territories, withheld any 

promise of citizenship. It was up to Congress to decide 

Filipinos’ “civil rights and political status.” In 1901, the 

Supreme Court upheld this provision in a set of deci-

sions known as the Insular Cases. The Constitution, 

declared the Court, did not automatically extend citi-

zenship to people in acquired territories; Congress 

could decide. Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines 

were thus marked as colonies, not future states. 

The next year, as a condition for withdrawing from 

Cuba, the United States forced the newly independent 

island to accept a proviso in its constitution called the 

Platt Amendment (1902). This blocked Cuba from 

making a treaty with any country except the United 

States and gave the United States the right to intervene 

in Cuban affairs if it saw fit. Cuba also granted the 

United States a lease on Guantánamo Bay (still in 

effect), where the U.S. Navy built a large base. Cubans’ 

hard-fought independence was limited; so was that of 

Filipinos. Eventually, the Jones Act of 1916 committed 

the United States to Philippine independence but set 

no date. (The Philippines at last achieved indepen-

dence in 1946.) Though the war’s carnage had rubbed 

off some of the moralizing gloss, America’s global aspi-

rations remained intact.

A Power Among Powers
No one appreciated America’s emerging influence more 

than the man who, after William McKinley’s assassina-

tion, became president in 1901. Theodore Roosevelt 

was an avid student of world affairs who called on “the 

civilized and orderly powers to insist on the proper 

policing of the world.” He meant, in part, directing the 

affairs of “backward peoples.” For Roosevelt, imperial-

ism went hand in hand with domestic progressivism 

(Chapter 20). He argued that a strong federal govern-

ment, asserting itself both at home and abroad, would 

enhance economic stability and political order. Over-

seas, Roosevelt sought to arbitrate disputes and main-

tain a global balance of power, but he also asserted U.S. 

interests.

The Open Door in Asia
U.S. officials and business leaders had a burning inter-

est in East Asian markets, but they were entering a 

crowded field (Map 21.1). In the late 1890s, following 

Japan’s victory in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–1895, 

Japan, Russia, Germany, France, and Britain divided 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
What were the long-term 
results of the U.S. victory 
over Spain, in Hawaii and 
in former Spanish posses-
sions?
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coastal China into spheres of influence. Fearful of 

being shut out, U.S. Secretary of State John Hay sent 

these powers a note in 1899, claiming the right of equal 

trade access — an “open door” — for all nations seek-

ing to do business in China. The United States lacked 

leverage in Asia, and Hay’s note elicited only noncom-

mittal responses. But he chose to interpret this as 

acceptance of his position. 

When a secret society of Chinese nationalists, 

known outside China as “Boxers” because of their pug-

nacious political stance, rebelled against foreign occu-

pation in 1900, the United States sent 5,000 troops to 

join a multinational campaign to break the nationalists’ 

siege of European offices in Beijing. Hay took this 

opportunity to assert a second open door principle: 

China must be preserved as a “territorial and adminis-

trative entity.” As long as the legal fiction of an inde-

pendent China survived, Americans could claim equal 

access to its market.

European and American plans were, however, 

unsettled by Japan’s emergence as East Asia’s dominant 

power. A decade after its victory over China, Japan 

responded to Russian bids for control of both Korea 

and Manchuria, in northern China, by attacking the 

tzar’s fleet at Russia’s leased Chinese port. In a series of 

brilliant victories, the Japanese smashed the Russian 

forces. Westerners were shocked: for the first time, a 

European power had been defeated by a non-Western 

nation. Conveying both admiration and alarm, Ameri-

can cartoonists sketched Japan as a martial artist 

knocking down the Russian giant. Roosevelt mediated 

a settlement to the war in 1905, receiving for his 

efforts the first Nobel Peace Prize awarded to an 

American.

Though he was contemptuous of other Asians, 

Roosevelt respected the Japanese, whom he called “a 

wonderful and civilized people.” More important, he 

understood Japan’s rising military might and aligned 

himself with the mighty. The United States approved 

Japan’s “protectorate” over Korea in 1905 and, six years 

later, its seizure of full control. 

With Japan asserting harsh 

authority over Manchuria, ener-

getic Chinese diplomat Yüan 

Shih-k’ai tried to encourage the 

United States to intervene. But 
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MAP 21.1
The Great Powers in East Asia, 1898–1910

European powers established dominance 
over China by way of “treaty ports,” where 
the powers based their naval forces, and 
through “spheres of influence” that 
extended from the ports into the hinter-
land. This map reveals why the United 
States had a weak hand: it lacked a 
presence on this colonized terrain. An 
uprising of Chinese nationalists in 1900 
gave the United States a chance to insert 
itself on the Chinese mainland by sending 
an American expeditionary force. Ameri-
can diplomats made the most of the 
opportunity to defend U.S. commercial 
interests in China. As noted in the key, all 
place names in this map are those in use 
in 1910: Modern Beijing, for example, is 
shown as Peking.

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
What factors constrained 
and guided U.S. actions in 
Asia and in Latin America? 
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Ideals

General Arthur MacArthur (1845–1912) was in on the 
action in the Philippines almost from the start. He com-
manded one of the first units to arrive there in 1898 and in 
1900 was reassigned as the islands’ military governor and 
general commander of the troops. His standing as a mili-
tary man — holder of the Congressional Medal of Honor 
from the Civil War — was matched later by his more famous 
son, Douglas MacArthur, who fought in the Pacific during 
World War II. Here the elder MacArthur explains in pre-
pared testimony his vision of America’s mission to the 
Philippines.

At the time I returned to Manila [May 1900] to assume 

the supreme command it seemed to me that . . . our occu-

pation of the island was simply one of the necessary con-

sequences in logical sequence of our great prosperity, and 

to doubt the wisdom of [occupation] was simply to doubt 

the stability of our own institutions and in effect to declare 

that a self-governing nation was incapable of successfully 

resisting strains arising naturally from its own productive 

energy. It seemed to me that our conception of right, jus-

tice, freedom, and personal liberty was the precious fruit 

of centuries of strife . . . [and that] we must regard our-

selves simply as the custodians of imperishable ideas 

held in trust for the general benefit of mankind. In other 

words, I felt that we had attained a moral and intellectual 

height from which we were bound to proclaim to all as 

the occasion arose the true message of humanity as 

embodied in the principles of our own institutions. . . .

All other governments that have gone to the East 

have simply planted trading establishments; they have 

not materially affected the conditions of the people. . . . 

There is not a single establishment, in my judgment, in 

Asia to-day that would survive five years if the original 

power which planted it was withdrawn therefrom.

Debating the 

Philippines

A M E R I C A N 
V O I C E S

The contrasting idea with our idea is this: In planting 

our ideas we plant something that can not be destroyed. 

To my mind the archipelago is a fertile soil upon which 

to plant republicanism. . . . We are planting the best tradi-

tions, the best characteristics of Americanism in such a way 

that they can never be removed from that soil. That in itself 

seems to me a most inspiring thought. It encouraged me 

during all my efforts in those lands, even when conditions 

seemed most disappointing, when the people themselves, 

not appreciating precisely what the remote consequences 

of our efforts were going to be, mistrusted us; but that fact 

was always before me — that going deep down into that 

fertile soil were the indispensable ideas of Americanism.

Skepticism

At this point, the general was interrupted by Colorado 
senator Thomas Patterson, a Populist-Democrat and a vocal 
anti-imperialist.

Sen. Patterson: Do you mean that imperishable idea 

of which you speak is the right of self-government?

Gen. MacArthur: Precisely so; self-government 

regulated by law as I understand it in this Republic.

Sen. Patterson: Of course you do not mean self-

government regulated by some foreign and superior 

power?

Gen. MacArthur: Well, that is a matter of evolution, 

Senator. We are putting these institutions there so they 

will evolve themselves just as here and everywhere else 

where freedom has flourished. . . .

Sen. Patterson [after the General concluded his state-

ment]: Do I understand your claim of right and duty to 

retain the Philippine Islands is based upon the proposi-

tion that they have come to us upon the basis of our 

morals, honorable dealing, and unassailable international 

integrity?

As President McKinley privately acknowledged in writing — “when the war is 
over we must keep what we want” — seizing the Philippines was an act of 
national self-interest. Of the alternatives, it was the one that seemed best calcu-
lated to serve America’s strategic aims in Asia. But McKinley’s geopolitical deci-
sion had unintended consequences. For one, it provoked a bloody insurrection. 
For another, it challenged the United States’s democratic principles. As these 
consequences hit home, a divided Senate set up a special committee and held 
closed hearings. Congressional testimony is a source much prized by historians. 
Though some of it is prepared, once questioning begins, testimony becomes 
unscripted and can be especially revealing. The following documents are taken 
from the 1902 testimony before the Senate Committee on the Philippines.
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Gen. MacArthur: That proposition is not questioned 

by anybody in the world, excepting a few people in the 

United States. . . . We will be benefited, and the Filipino 

people will be benefited, and that is what I meant by the 

original proposition — 

Sen. Patterson: Do you mean the Filipino people that 

are left alive?

Gen. MacArthur: I mean the Filipino people. . . .

Sen. Patterson: You mean those left alive after they 

have been subjugated?

Gen. MacArthur: I do not admit that there has been 

any unusual destruction of life in the Philippine Islands. 

The destruction is simply the incident of war, and of 

course it embraces only a very small percentage of the 

total population.

. . . I doubt if any war — either international or civil, 

any war on earth — has been conducted with as much 

humanity, with as much careful consideration, with as 

much self-restraint, as have been the American opera-

tions in the Philippine Archipelago. . . .

Realities

Brigadier General Robert P. Hughes, a military district com-
mander, testified as follows.

Q: In burning towns, what would you do? Would the 

entire town be destroyed by fire or would only the offend-

ing portions of the town be burned?

Gen. Hughes: I do not know that we ever had a case of 

burning what you would call a town in this country, but 

probably a barrio or a sitio; probably half a dozen houses, 

native shacks, where the insurrectos would go in and be 

concealed, and if they caught a detachment passing they 

would kill some of them.

Q: What did I understand you to say would be the 

consequences of that?

Gen. Hughes: They usually burned the village.

Q: All of the houses in the village?

Gen. Hughes: Yes, every one of them.

Q: What would become of the inhabitants?

Gen. Hughes: That was their lookout.

Q: If these shacks were of no consequence what was 

the utility of their destruction?

Gen. Hughes: The destruction was as a punishment. 

They permitted these people to come in there and conceal 

themselves. . . .

Q: The punishment in that case would fall, not upon 

the men, who could go elsewhere, but mainly upon the 

women and little children.

Gen. Hughes: The women and children are part of the 

family, and where you wish to inflict a punishment you 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. The text of this chapter offers the U.S. reasons for hold-

ing on to the Philippines. In what ways does General 
MacArthur’s testimony confirm, add to, or contradict the 
text account?

2. The chapter text also describes the anti-imperialist move-
ment. What does Senator Patterson’s cross-examination 
of General MacArthur reveal about the anti-imperialists’ 
beliefs?

3. Does the clash of ideas in these excerpts remain relevant 
to our own time? How does it compare to what you 
might read or hear about in a news source today?

can punish the man probably worse in that way than in 

any other.

Q: But is that within the ordinary rules of civilized 

warfare? . . .

Gen. Hughes: These people are not civilized.

Cruelties

Daniel J. Evans, Twelfth Infantry, describes the “water cure.”

Q: The committee would like to hear . . . whether you 

were the witness to any cruelties inflicted upon the 

natives of the Philippine Islands; and if so, under what 

circumstances.

Evans: The case I had reference to was where they 

gave the water cure to a native in the Ilicano Province at 

Ilocos Norte . . . about the month of August 1900. There 

were two native scouts with the American forces. They 

went out and brought in a couple of insurgents. . . . They 

tried to get from this insurgent . . . where the rest of the 

insurgents were at that time. . . . The first thing one of the 

Americans — I mean one of the scouts for the Americans — 

grabbed one of the men by the head and jerked his head 

back, and then they took a tomato can and poured water 

down his throat until he could hold no more. . . . Then 

they forced a gag into his mouth; they stood him up . . . 

against a post and fastened him so that he could not move. 

Then one man, an American soldier, who was over six feet 

tall, and who was very strong, too, struck this native in 

the pit of the stomach as hard as he could. . . . They kept 

that operation up for quite a time, and finally I thought 

the fellow was about to die, but I don’t believe he was as 

bad as that, because finally he told them he would tell, 

and from that day on he was taken away, and I saw no 

more of him.

Source: From American Imperialism and the Philippine Insurrection, edited by Henry F. 

Graff (Boston: Little, Brown, 1969). Reprinted by permission of the author.



682 PART 7  DOMESTIC AND GLOBAL CHALLENGES, 1890–1945

Roosevelt reviewed America’s weak position in the 

Pacific and declined. He conceded that Japan had “a 

paramount interest in what surrounds the Yellow Sea.” 

In 1908, the United States and Japan signed the Root-
Takahira Agreement, confirming principles of free 

oceanic commerce and recognizing Japan’s authority 

over Manchuria.

William Howard Taft entered the White House in 

1909 convinced that the United States had been short-

changed in Asia. He pressed for a larger role for 

American investors, especially in Chinese railroad 

construction. Eager to promote U.S. business interests 

abroad, he hoped that infusions of American capital 

would offset Japanese power. When the Chinese Revo-

lution of 1911 toppled the Manchu dynasty, Taft sup-

ported the victorious Nationalists, who wanted to 

modernize their country and liberate it from Japanese 

domination. The United States had entangled itself in 

China and entered a long-term rivalry with Japan for 

power in the Pacific, a competition that would culmi-

nate thirty years later in World War II.

The United States and Latin America
Roosevelt famously argued that the United States 

should “speak softly and carry a big stick.” By “big 

stick,” he meant naval power, and rapid access to two 

oceans required a canal. European powers conceded 

the United States’s “paramount interest” in the Carib-

bean. Freed by Britain’s surrender of canal-building 

rights in the Hay-Pauncefote Treaty (1901), Roosevelt 

persuaded Congress to authorize $10 million, plus 

future payments of $250,000 per year, to purchase from 

Colombia a six-mile strip of land across Panama, a 

Colombian province. 

Furious when Colombia rejected this proposal, 

Roosevelt contemplated outright seizure of Panama 

but settled on a more roundabout solution. Pana ma-

nians, long separated from Colombia by remote jungle, 

chafed under Colombian rule. The United States lent 

covert assistance to an independence movement, trig-

gering a bloodless revolution. On November 6, 1903, 

the United States recognized the new nation of Panama; 

two weeks later, it obtained a perpetually renewable 

lease on a canal zone. Roosevelt never regretted the ven-

ture, though in 1922 the United States paid Colombia 

$25 million as a kind of conscience money. 

To build the canal, the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers hired 60,000 laborers, who came from many 

countries to clear vast swamps, excavate 240 million 

cubic yards of earth, and construct a series of immense 

locks. The project, a major engineering feat, took eight 

years and cost thousands of lives among the workers 

who built it. Opened in 1914, the Panama Canal gave 

Panama Canal Workers, 1910 

The 51-mile-long Panama Canal includes seven sets 
of locks that can raise and lower fifty large ships in a 
twenty-four-hour period. Building the canal took eight 
years and required over 50,000 workers, including 
immigrants from Spain and Italy and many West 
Indians such as these men, who accomplished some 
of the worst-paid, most dangerous labor. Workers 
endured the horrors of rockslides, explosions, and a 
yellow fever epidemic that almost halted the project. 
But American observers hailed the canal as a triumph 
of modern science and engineering — especially in 
medical efforts to eradicate the yellow fever and 
malaria that had stymied earlier canal-building 
efforts. Theodore Roosevelt insisted on making a 
personal visit in November 1906. “He made the 
men that were building there feel like they were 
special people,” recalled the descendant of one 
canal worker. “Give them pride of what they were 
doing for the United States.” Library of Congress.



 CHAPTER 21  An Emerging World Power, 1890–1918 683

the United States a commanding position in the 

Western Hemisphere.

Meanwhile, arguing that instability invited Euro-

pean intervention, Roosevelt announced in 1904 that 

the United States would police all of the Caribbean 

(Map 21.2). This so-called Roosevelt Corollary to the 

Monroe Doctrine actually turned that doctrine upside 

down: instead of guaranteeing that the United States 

would protect its neighbors from Europe and help pre-

serve their independence, it asserted the United States’s 

unrestricted right to regulate Caribbean affairs. The 

Roosevelt Corollary was not a treaty but a unilateral 

declaration sanctioned only by America’s military and 

economic might. Citing it, the United States intervened 

regularly in Caribbean and Central American nations 

over the next three decades. 

Entering office in 1913, Democratic president 

Woodrow Wilson criticized his predecessors’ foreign 

policy. He pledged that the United States would “never 

again seek one additional foot of territory by conquest.” 

This stance appealed to anti-imperialists in the Demo-

cratic base, including longtime supporters of William 

Jennings Bryan. But the new president soon showed 

that, when American interests called for it, his actions 

were not so different from those of Roosevelt and Taft.

Since the 1870s, Mexican dictator Porfirio Díaz had 

created a friendly climate for American companies that 

purchased Mexican plantations, mines, and oil fields. 

By the early 1900s, however, Díaz feared the extraordi-

nary power of these foreign interests and began to 

nationalize — reclaim — key resources. American inves-

tors who faced the loss of Mexican holdings began to 

back Francisco Madero, an advocate of constitutional 

government who was friendly to U.S. interests. In 1911, 

Madero forced Díaz to resign and proclaimed himself 

president. Thousands of poor Mexicans took this oppor-

tunity to mobilize rural armies and demand more rad-

ical change. Madero’s position was weak, and several 

strongmen sought to overthrow him; in 1913, he was 

deposed and murdered by a leading general. Imme-

diately, several other military men vied for control.

Wilson, fearing that the unrest threatened U.S. 

interests, decided to intervene in the emerging Mexican 

Revolution. On the pretext of a minor insult to the 

navy, he ordered U.S. occupation of the port of Veracruz 

on April 21, 1914, at the cost of 19 American and 

126 Mexican lives. Though the intervention helped 

Venustiano Carranza, the revolutionary leader whom 

Wilson most favored, Carranza protested it as illegiti-

mate meddling in Mexican affairs. Carranza’s forces, 

after nearly engaging the Americans themselves, 

entered Mexico City in triumph a few months later. 

Though Wilson had supported this outcome, his inter-

ference caused lasting mistrust.
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Policeman of the Caribbean

After the War of 1898, the United States vigorously asserted its interest in the affairs of its 
neighbors to the south. As the record of interventions shows, the United States truly became the 
“policeman” of the Caribbean and Central America.
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Carranza’s victory did not subdue revolutionary 

activity in Mexico. In 1916, General Francisco “Pancho” 

Villa — a thug to his enemies, but a heroic Robin Hood 

to many poor Mexicans — crossed the U.S.-Mexico bor-

der, killing sixteen American civilians and raiding the 

town of Columbus, New Mexico. Wilson sent 11,000 

troops to pursue Villa, a force that soon resembled an 

army of occupation in northern Mexico. Mexican pub-

lic opinion demanded withdrawal as armed clashes 

broke out between U.S. and Mexican troops. At the 

brink of war, both governments backed off and U.S. 

forces departed. But policymakers in Washington had 

shown their intention to police not only the Caribbean 

and Central America but also Mexico when they 

deemed it necessary. 

The United States in 
World War I
While the United States staked claims around the 

globe, a war of unprecedented scale was brewing in 

Europe. The military buildup of Germany, a rising 

power, terrified its neighbors. To the east, the disinte-

grating Ottoman Empire was losing its grip on the 

Balkans. Out of these conflicts, two rival power blocs 

emerged: the Triple Alliance (Germany, Austria-

Hungary, and Italy) and Triple Entente (Britain, France, 

and Russia). Within each alliance, national govern-

ments pursued their own interests but were bound to 

one another by both public and secret treaties.

Americans had no obvious stake in these develop-

ments. In 1905, when Germany suddenly challenged 

French control of Morocco, Theodore Roosevelt 

arranged an international conference to defuse the cri-

sis. Germany got a few concessions, but France — with 

British backing — retained Morocco. Accomplished in 

the same year that Roosevelt brokered peace between 

Russia and Japan, the conference seemed another dip-

lomatic triumph. One U.S. official boasted that America 

had kept peace by “the power of our detachment.” It 

was not to last. 

From Neutrality to War
The spark that ignited World War I came in the Balkans, 

where Austria-Hungary and Russia competed for con-

trol. Austria’s 1908 seizure of Ottoman provinces, 

including Bosnia, angered the nearby Slavic nation of 

Serbia and its ally, Russia. Serbian revolutionaries 

recruited Bosnian Slavs to resist Austrian rule. In June 

1914, in the city of Sarajevo, university student Gavrilo 

Princip assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir 

to the Austro-Hungarian throne.

Like dominos falling, the system of European alli-

ances pushed all the powers into war. Austria-Hungary 

blamed Serbia for the assassination and declared war 

on July 28. Russia, tied by secret treaty to Serbia, mobi-

lized against Austria-Hungary. This prompted Germany 

to declare war on Russia and its ally France. As a prep-

aration for attacking France, Germany launched a 

brutal invasion of the neutral country of Belgium, 

which caused Great Britain to declare war on Germany. 

Pancho Villa, 1914

This photograph captures Mexican general Pancho 
Villa at the height of his power, at the head of 
Venustiano Carranza’s northern army in 1914. The 
next year, he broke with Carranza and, among other 
desperate tactics, began to attack Americans. Though 
he had been much admired in the United States, Villa 
instantly became America’s foremost enemy. He 
evaded General John J. Pershing’s punitive expedition 
of 1916, however, demonstrating the difficulties even 
modern armies could have against a guerrilla foe who 
knows his home terrain and can melt away into a 
sympathetic population. Brown Brothers.
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Within a week, most of Europe was at war, with the 

major Allies — Great Britain, France, and Russia — 

confronting the Central Powers of Germany and 

Austria-Hungary. Two military zones emerged. On the 

Western Front, Germany battled the British and 

French; on the Eastern Front, Germany and Austria-

Hungary fought Russia. Because most of the warring 

nations held colonial empires, the conflict soon spread 

to the Middle East, Africa, and Asia. 

The so-called Great War wreaked terrible devasta-

tion. New technology, some of it devised in the United 

States, made warfare deadlier than ever before. Every 

soldier carried a long-range, high-velocity rifle that 

could hit a target at 1,000 yards — a vast technical 

advancement over the 300-yard range of rifles used in 

the U.S. Civil War. The machine gun was even more 

deadly. Its American-born inventor, Hiram Maxim, 

had moved to Britain in the 1880s to follow a friend’s 

advice: “If you want to make your fortune, invent 

something which will allow those fool Europeans to 

kill each other more quickly.” New technologies helped 

soldiers in defensive positions; once advancing Ger-

mans ran into French fortifications, they stalled. Across 

a swath of Belgium and northeastern France, millions 

of soldiers on both sides hunkered down in fortified 

trenches. During 1916, repeatedly trying to break 

through French lines at Verdun, Germans suffered 

450,000 casualties. The French fared even worse, with 

550,000 dead or wounded. It was all to no avail. From 

1914 to 1918, the Western Front barely moved.

At the war’s outbreak, President Wilson called on 

Americans to be “neutral in fact as well as in name.” If 

the United States remained out of the conflict, Wilson 

reasoned, he could influence the postwar settlement, 

much as Theodore Roosevelt had done after previous 

conflicts. Even if Wilson had wished to, it would have 

been nearly impossible in 1914 to unite Americans 

behind the Allies. Many Irish immigrants viewed 

Britain as an enemy — based on its continued occupa-

tion of Ireland — while millions of German Americans 

maintained ties to their homeland. Progressive-minded 

Republicans, such as Senator Robert La Follette of 

Wisconsin, vehemently opposed taking sides in a Euro-

pean fight, as did socialists, who condemned the war as 

a conflict among greedy capitalist empires. Two giants 

of American industry, Andrew Carnegie and Henry 

Ford, opposed the war. In December 1915, Ford sent a 

hundred men and women to Europe on a “peace ship” 

to urge an end to the war. “It would be folly,” declared 

the New York Sun, “for the country to sacrifice itself 

to . . . the clash of ancient hatreds which is urging the 

Old World to destruction.”

The Struggle to Remain Neutral The United 

States, wishing to trade with all the warring nations, 

might have remained neutral if Britain had not held 

commanding power at sea. In September 1914, the 

British imposed a naval blockade on the Central 

Powers to cut off vital supplies of food and military 

equipment. Though the Wilson administration pro-

tested this infringement of the rights of neutral carri-

ers, commerce with the Allies more than made up for 

the economic loss. Trade with Britain and France grew 

fourfold over the next two years, to $3.2 billion in 1916; 

Flying Aces

As millions of men suffered and died in the trenches during 
the Great War, a few hundred pilots did battle in the sky. 
America’s best-known ace pilot was Eddie Rickenbacker 
(right) of the 94th Aero Pursuit Squadron  —  a pilot who 
was credited with shooting down twenty-six enemy aircraft. 
The 94th was known as the hat-in-the-ring squadron, after 
the American custom by which a combatant threw his hat 
into the ring as an invitation to fight. Note the hat insignia 
on the plane. © Bettmann/Corbis.
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by 1917, U.S. banks had lent the Allies $2.5 billion. In 

contrast, American trade and loans to Germany stood 

then at a mere $56 million. This imbalance undercut 

U.S. neutrality. If Germany won and Britain and France 

defaulted on their debts, American companies would 

suffer catastrophic losses.

To challenge the British navy, Germany launched 

a devastating new weapon, the U-boat (short for 

Unterseeboot, “undersea boat,” or submarine). In April 

1915, Germany issued a warning that all ships flying 

flags of Britain or its allies were liable to destruction. A 

few weeks later, a U-boat torpedoed the British luxury 

liner Lusitania off the coast of Ireland, killing 1,198 

people, including 128 Americans. The attack on the 

passenger ship (which was later revealed to have been 

carrying munitions) incensed Americans. The follow-

ing year, in an agreement known as the Sussex pledge, 

Germany agreed not to target passenger liners or mer-

chant ships unless an inspection showed the latter car-

ried weapons. But the Lusitania sinking prompted 

Wilson to reconsider his options. After quietly trying 

to mediate in Europe but finding neither side inter-

ested in peace, he endorsed a $1 billion U.S. military 

buildup.

American public opinion still ran strongly against 

entering the war, a fact that shaped the election of 1916. 

Republicans rejected the belligerently prowar Theodore 

Roosevelt in favor of Supreme Court justice Charles 

Evans Hughes, a progressive former governor of New 

York. Democrats renominated Wilson, who cam-

paigned on his domestic record and as the president 

who “kept us out of war.” Wilson eked out a narrow vic-

tory; winning California by a mere 4,000 votes, he 

secured a slim majority in the electoral college.

America Enters the War Despite Wilson’s campaign 

slogan, events pushed him toward war. In February 

1917, Germany resumed unrestricted submarine war-

fare, a decision dictated by the impasse on the Western 

Front. In response, Wilson broke off diplomatic rela-

tions with Germany. A few weeks later, newspapers 

published an intercepted dispatch from German for-

eign secretary Arthur Zimmermann to his minister in 

Mexico. The Zimmermann tele-
gram urged Mexico to join the 

Central Powers, promising that if 

the United States entered the war, 

Germany would help Mexico 

recover “the lost territory of 

Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona.” 

With Pancho Villa’s border raids 

still fresh in Americans’ minds, 

this threat jolted public opinion. Meanwhile, German 

U-boats attacked U.S. ships without warning, sinking 

three on March 18 alone.

On April 2, 1917, Wilson asked Congress for a dec-

laration of war. He argued that Germany had trampled 

on American rights and imperiled U.S. trade and citi-

zens’ lives. “We desire no conquest,” Wilson declared, 

“no material compensation for the sacrifices we shall 

freely make.” Reflecting his progressive idealism, Wilson 

promised that American involvement would make the 

world “safe for democracy.” On April 6, the United 

States declared war on Germany. Reflecting the nation’s 

divided views, the vote was far from unanimous. Six 

senators and fifty members of the House voted against 

entry, including Representative Jeannette Rankin of 

Montana, the first woman elected to Congress. “You 

can no more win a war than you can win an earth-

quake,” Rankin said. “I want to stand by my country, 

but I cannot vote for war.”

“Over There”
To Americans, Europe seemed a great distance away. 

Many assumed the United States would simply provide 

munitions and economic aid. “Good Lord,” exclaimed 

one U.S. senator to a Wilson administration official, 

“you’re not going to send soldiers over there, are you?” 

But when General John J. Pershing asked how the 

United States could best support the Allies, the French 

commander put it bluntly: “Men, men, and more men.” 

Amid war fever, thousands of young men prepared to 

go “over there,” in the words of George M. Cohan’s 

popular song: “Make your Daddy glad to have had 

such a lad. / Tell your sweetheart not to pine, / To be 

proud her boy’s in line.” 

Americans Join the War In 1917, the U.S. Army 

numbered fewer than 200,000 soldiers; needing more 

men, Congress instituted a military draft in May 1917. 

In contrast to the Civil War, when resistance was com-

mon, conscription went smoothly, partly because local, 

civilian-run draft boards played a central role in the 

new system. Still, draft registration demonstrated gov-

ernment’s increasing power over ordinary citizens. On 

a single day — June 5, 1917 — more than 9.5 million 

men between the ages of twenty-one and thirty regis-

tered at local voting precincts for possible military 

service.

President Wilson chose General Pershing to head 

the American Expeditionary Force (AEF), which had to 

be trained, outfitted, and carried across the submarine-

plagued Atlantic. This required safer shipping. When 

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
What factors led the 
United States to enter 
World War I, despite 
the desire of so many 
Americans, including the 
president, to stay out of 
the war? 
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the United States entered the war, German U-boats 

were sinking 900,000 tons of Allied ships each month. 

By sending merchant and troop ships in armed con-

voys, the U.S. Navy cut that monthly rate to 400,000 

tons by the end of 1917. With trench warfare grinding 

on, Allied commanders pleaded for American soldiers 

to fill their depleted units, but Pershing waited until the 

AEF reached full strength. As late as May 1918, the 

brunt of the fighting fell to the French and British.

The Allies’ burden increased when the Eastern 

Front collapsed following the Bolshevik (Communist) 

Revolution in Russia in November 1917. To consoli-

date power at home, the new Bolshevik government, 

led by Vladimir Lenin, sought peace with the Central 

Powers. In a 1918 treaty, Russia surrendered its claims 

over vast parts of its territories in exchange for peace. 

Released from war against Germany, the Bolsheviks 

turned their attention to a civil war at home. Terrified 

by communism, Japan and several Allied countries, 

including the United States, later sent troops to fight 

the Bolsheviks and aid forces loyal to the deposed tsar. 

But after a four-year civil war, Lenin’s forces established 

full control over Russia and reclaimed Ukraine and 

other former possessions.

Peace with Russia freed Germany to launch a major 

offensive on the Western Front. By May 1918, German 

troops had advanced to within 50 miles of Paris. 

Pershing at last committed about 60,000 U.S. soldiers 

to support the French defense. With American soldiers 

engaged in massive numbers, Allied forces brought the 

Germans to a halt in July; by September, they forced a 

retreat. Pershing then pitted more than one million 

American soldiers against an out-

numbered and exhausted German 

army in the Argonne forest. By 

early November, this attack broke 

German defenses at a crucial rail 

hub, Sedan. The cost was high: 

26,000 Americans killed and 95,000 wounded (Map 

21.3). But the flood of U.S. troops and supplies deter-

mined the outcome. Recognizing inevitable defeat and 

facing popular uprisings at home, Germany signed an 

armistice on November 11, 1918. The Great War was 

over. 

The American Fighting Force By the end of World 

War I, almost 4 million American men — popularly 

known as “doughboys” — wore U.S. uniforms, as did 

several thousand female nurses. The recruits reflected 

America’s heterogeneity: one-fifth had been born out-

side the United States, and soldiers spoke forty-nine 

different languages. Though ethnic diversity worried 

some observers, most predicted that military service 

would promote Americanization.

Over 400,000 African American men enlisted, 

accounting for 13 percent of the armed forces. Their 

wartime experiences were often grim: serving in segre-

gated units, they were given the most menial tasks. 

Racial discrimination hampered military efficiency 

and provoked violence at several camps. The worst 

incident occurred in August 1917, when, after suffer-

ing a string of racial attacks, black members of the 24th 

Infantry’s Third Battalion rioted in Houston, killing 15 

white civilians and police officers. The army tried 118 

Safe Sex, Vintage 1919

To teach young American men how to avoid 
venereal diseases, the War Department used 
posters, pep talks, and films. There were no 
effective treatments for venereal infections 
until 1928, when Alexander Fleming discov-
ered penicillin, and so the army urged soldiers 
to refrain from visiting prostitutes or to use 
condoms. Fit to Win starred handsome Ray 
McKee, who had already appeared in eighty 
films, and was directed by E. H. Griffith, who 
would go on to direct sixty Hollywood films 
between 1920 and 1946. Social Welfare History 
Archives Center, University of Minnesota/Picture 
Research Consultants & Archives.

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
How did U.S. military entry 
into World War I affect the 
course of the war? 
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Many progressives also supported the war, hoping 

Wilson’s ideals and wartime patriotism would renew 

Americans’ attention to reform. But the war bitterly 

disappointed them. Rather than enhancing democracy, 

it chilled the political climate as government agencies 

tried to enforce “100 percent loyalty.” 

Mobilizing the Economy American businesses 

made big bucks from World War I. As grain, weapons, 

and manufactured goods flowed to Britain and France, 

the United States became a creditor nation. Moreover, 

as the war drained British financial reserves, U.S. banks 

provided capital for investments around the globe.

Government powers expanded during wartime, 

with new federal agencies overseeing almost every part 

of the economy. The War Industries Board (WIB), 

established in July 1917, directed military production. 

After a fumbling start that showed the limits of volun-

tarism, the Wilson administration reorganized the 

board and placed Bernard Baruch, a Wall Street finan-

cier and superb administrator, at its head. Under his 

direction, the WIB allocated scarce resources among 

industries, ordered factories to convert to war produc-

tion, set prices, and standardized procedures. Though 

he could compel compliance, Baruch preferred to win 

voluntary cooperation. A man of immense charm, he 

usually succeeded — helped by the lucrative military 

contracts at his disposal. Despite higher taxes, corporate 

of the soldiers in military courts for mutiny and riot, 

hanged 19, and sentenced 63 to life in prison.

Unlike African Americans, American Indians 

served in integrated combat units. Racial stereotypes 

about Native Americans’ prowess as warriors enhanced 

their military reputations, but it also prompted officers 

to assign them hazardous duties as scouts and snipers. 

About 13,000, or 25 percent, of the adult male Ameri-

can Indian population served during the war; roughly 

5 percent died, compared to 2 percent for the military 

as a whole.

Most American soldiers escaped the horrors of sus-

tained trench warfare. Still, during the brief period of 

U.S. participation, over 50,000 servicemen died in 

action; another 63,000 died from disease, mainly the 

devastating influenza pandemic that began early in 

1918 and, over the next two years, killed 50 million 

people worldwide. The nation’s military deaths, though 

substantial, were only a tenth as many as the 500,000 

American civilians who died of this terrible epidemic — 

not to mention the staggering losses of Europeans in 

the war (America Compared, p. 689). 

War on the Home Front
In the United States, opponents of the war were a 

minority. Helping the Allies triggered an economic 

boom that benefitted farmers and working people. 

Major battles involving U.S. forces

Allied offensive

Territory under German control by July 1918

Line of trench warfare, 1915–1917

Armistice line, November 11, 1918
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U.S. Participation on the Western 
Front, 1918

When American troops reached the 
European front in significant numbers 
in 1918, the Allies and Central Powers 
had been fighting a deadly war of 
attrition for almost four years. The 
influx of American troops and supplies 
helped break the stalemate. Successful 
offensive maneuvers by the American 
Expeditionary Force included those at 
Belleau Wood and Château-Thierry 
and the Meuse-Argonne campaign.
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profits soared, as military production sustained a boom 

that continued until 1920.

Some federal agencies took dramatic measures. The 

National War Labor Board (NWLB), formed in April 

1918, established an eight-hour day for war workers 

with time-and-a-half pay for overtime, and it endorsed 

equal pay for women. In return for a no-strike pledge, 

the NWLB also supported workers’ right to organize — 

a major achievement for the labor movement. The Fuel 

Administration, meanwhile, introduced daylight sav-

ing time to conserve coal and oil. In December 1917, 

the Railroad Administration seized control of the 

nation’s hodgepodge of private railroads, seeking to 

facilitate rapid movement of troops and equipment — 

an experiment that had, at best, mixed results. 

Perhaps the most successful wartime agency was 

the Food Administration, created in August 1917 and 

led by engineer Herbert Hoover. With the slogan “Food 

The Human Cost of 

World War I

A M E R I C A 
C O M P A R E D

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. What does this data suggest about the comparative role 

of the United States in World War I? The experience of 
its soldiers? The war’s impact on civilians in each nation? 

2. Which other countries made contributions similar to 
that of the United States, and why? 

The United States played a crucial role in financing World War I. In its war-related 
expenditures, totaling $22.6 billion, the United States ranked fourth among all 
nations that participated, ranking behind only Germany ($37.7 billion), Britain 
($35.3 billion), and France ($24.3 billion). In human terms, however, the U.S. role 
was different. Note that the figures below for military casualties are rough esti-
mates. Civilian casualties are even more uncertain: the exact number of Russians, 
Italians, Romanians, Serbians, and others who died will never be known.

TABLE 21.1

World War I Casualties

Country Total Population Military Killed or Missing Total Civilian Deaths

Germany  67,000,000 2,037,000 700,000

Russia 167,000,000 1,800,000 2,000,000

France  39,000,000 1,385,300 40,000

Austria-Hungary  49,900,000 1,016,200 unknown

United Kingdom  46,400,000   702,410 1,386

Italy  35,000,000   462,400 unknown

Turkey  21,300,000   236,000 2,000,000*

Romania   7,510,000   219,800 265,000–500,000

Serbia   5,000,000   127,500 600,000

Bulgaria   5,500,000    77,450 275,000

India 316,000,000    62,060 negligible

Canada   7,400,000    58,990 negligible

Australia   4,872,000    53,560 negligible

United States  92,000,000    51,822 negligible

*Mostly Armenians
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will win the war,” Hoover convinced farmers to nearly 

double their acreage of grain. This increase allowed a 

threefold rise in food exports to Europe. Among citi-

zens, the Food Administration mobilized a “spirit of 

self-denial” rather than mandatory rationing. Female 

volunteers went from door to door to persuade house-

keepers to observe “Wheatless” Mondays and “Pork-

less” Thursdays. Hoover, a Republican, emerged from 

the war as one of the nation’s most admired public 

figures.

Promoting National Unity Suppressing wartime 

dissent became a near obsession for President Wilson. 

In April 1917, Wilson formed the Committee on Public 

Information (CPI), a government propaganda agency 

headed by journalist George Creel. Professing lofty 

goals — educating citizens about democracy, assimilat-

ing immigrants, and ending the isolation of rural 

life — the committee set out to mold Americans into 

“one white-hot mass” of war patriotism. The CPI touched 

the lives of nearly all civilians. It distributed seventy-

five million pieces of literature and enlisted thousands 

of volunteers — Four-Minute Men — to deliver short 

prowar speeches at movie theaters.

The CPI also pressured immigrant groups to 

become “One Hundred Percent Americans.” German 

Americans bore the brunt of this campaign (Thinking 

Like a Historian, p. 692). With posters exhorting 

Fighting the Flu

Influenza traversed the globe in 1918–1919, becoming a pandemic that killed as many as 50 million people. 
According to recent research, the flu began as a virus native to wild birds and then mutated into a form that 
passed easily from one human to another. In the United States, one-fifth of the population was infected and 
more than 500,000 civilians died — ten times the number of American soldiers who died in combat during 
World War I. The flu virus spread with frightening speed, and the epidemic strained the resources of a U.S. 
public health system already fully mobilized for the war effort. In October 1918 alone, 200,000 Americans 
died. This photo shows doctors, army officers, and reporters who donned surgical masks and gowns before 
touring hospitals that treated influenza patients. © Bettmann/Corbis.
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citizens to root out German spies, a spirit of confor-

mity pervaded the home front. A quasi-vigilante group, 

the American Protective League, mobilized about 

250,000 “agents,” furnished them with badges issued by 

the Justice Department, and trained them to spy on 

neighbors and coworkers. In 1918, members of the 

league led violent raids against draft evaders and peace 

activists. Government propaganda helped rouse a 

nativist hysteria that lingered into the 1920s. 

Congress also passed new laws to curb dissent. 

Among them was the Sedition Act of 1918, which pro-

hibited any words or behavior that might “incite, pro-

voke, or encourage resistance to the United States, or 

promote the cause of its enemies.” Because this and an 

earlier Espionage Act (1917) defined treason loosely, 

they led to the conviction of more than a thousand 

people. The Justice Department prosecuted members 

of the Industrial Workers of the World, whose oppo-

sition to militarism threatened to disrupt war pro-

duction of lumber and copper. When a Quaker pacifist 

teacher in New York City refused to teach a prowar 

curriculum, she was fired. Socialist Party leader 

Eugene V. Debs was sentenced to ten years in jail for 

the crime of arguing that wealthy capitalists had started 

the conflict and were forcing workers to fight.

Federal courts mostly supported the acts. In 

Schenck v. United States (1919), the Supreme Court 

upheld the conviction of a socialist who was jailed for 

circulating pamphlets that urged army draftees to resist 

induction. The justices followed this with a similar 

decision in Abrams v. United States (1919), ruling that 

authorities could prosecute speech they believed to 

Selling Liberty Bonds: Two Appeals 

Once the United States entered the Great War, government officials sought to enlist all Americans in the 
battle against the Central Powers. They carefully crafted patriotic advertising campaigns that urged Americans 
to buy bonds, conserve food, enlist in the military, and support the war effort in many other ways. One of 
these posters appeals to recent immigrants, reminding them of their debt to American Liberty. The other 
shows the overtly anti-German prejudices of many war appeals: it depicts the “Hun,” a slur for a German 
soldier, with bloody hands and bayonet. Library of Congress.
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1. Advertisement, Fatherland, 1915. This ad appeared 
in a political journal for German Americans. The 
translation of the songs offered on this recording 
are “Germany, Germany Above All” and “Precious 
Homeland.”

Patriotic German Music on Columbia Double-Disc 

Records

E2039 Deutschland, Deutschland über alles. . . .

10 in. — 75¢ Teure Heimat. . . .

COLUMBIA GRAMOPHONE COMPANY . . . 

DEALERS EVERYWHERE.

2. C. J. Hexamer, speech, Milwaukee, 1915. This 
address by a German American community leader 
was widely cited during a 1918 investigation by the 
Senate Judiciary Committee.

Whoever casts his Germanism from him like an old glove, 

is not worthy to be spit upon. . . . We have long suffered 

the preachment that “you Germans must allow yourselves 

to be assimilated, you must merge more in the American 

people;” but no one will ever find us prepared to step 

down to a lesser culture. No, we have made it our aim 

to elevate the others to us. . . . Be strong, and German. 

Remember, you German pioneers, that we are giving 

to this people the best the earth affords, the benefits of 

Germanic kultur.

German Americans 

in World War I

T H I N K I N G  L I K E 
A  H I S T O R I A N

Before 1917, Americans expressed diverse opinions about the war in Europe. 
After the United States joined the Allies, however, German Americans’ loyalty 
became suspect. German immigrant men who were not U.S. citizens were 
required to register as “alien enemies,” and government propaganda fueled 
fear of alleged German spies. In April 1918 in Collinsville, Illinois, a German-born 
socialist named Robert Prager — who had sought U.S. citizenship and tried to 
enlist in the navy — was lynched by drunken miners. The documents below shed 
light on German Americans’ wartime experiences.

Chicago History Museum.

4. “Lager Uber Alles” cartoon, 1918. This cartoon was 
part of an Ohio Anti-Saloon League referendum 
campaign to prohibit liquor sales. Ohio voters had 
rejected such a measure in 1915 and 1917, but in 
1918 a majority voted for prohibition. Many U.S. 
breweries, such as Anheuser-Busch and Pabst, were 
owned by German Americans. “Hun” was an epi-
thet for Germans; “Lager (Beer) Uber Alles” refers 
to the German national anthem cited in source 1.

3. Sign in a Chicago park, 1917.

Courtesy of The Ohio State 
University Department of 
History.
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5. James W. Gerard, radio address, 1917. Gerard was 
U.S. ambassador to Great Britain. 

The great majority of American citizens of German 

descent have, in this great crisis in our history, shown 

themselves splendidly loyal to our flag. Everyone has a 

right to sympathize with any warring nation. But now 

that we are in the war there are only two sides, and the 

time has come when every citizen must declare himself 

American — or traitor!

. . . The Foreign Minister of Germany once said to me 

“. . . we have in your country 500,000 German reservists 

who will rise in arms against your government if you dare 

to make a move against Germany.” Well, I told him that 

that might be so, but that we had 500,001 lampposts in 

this country, and that that was where the reservists would 

be hanging the day after they tried to rise. And if there are 

any German-Americans here who are so ungrateful for all 

the benefits they have received that they are still for the 

Kaiser, there is only one thing to do with them. And that 

is to hog-tie them, give them back the wooden shoes and 

the rags they landed in, and ship them back. . . . There is 

no animal that bites and kicks and squeals . . . equal to a 

fat German-American, if you commenced to tie him up 

and told him that he was on his way back to the Kaiser.

6. Actions by New York liederkranz reported in New 
Orleans Times-Picayune, May 16, 1918. Lieder-
kranz, or singing societies, played a vital role in 
German immigrant communities. Before World 
War I the city of Wheeling, West Virginia, counted 
eleven such societies, with names like Harmonie, 
Germania, and Mozart. By 1918 most liederkranz 
had vanished. New York City’s was one of the few 
that did not.

Members of the [New York] Liederkranz, an organiza-

tion founded seventy-one years ago by Germans . . . met 

tonight and placed on record their unqualified Ameri-

canism. 

 . . . They declared English the official language of the 

organization, and for the first time in years the sound of 

an enemy tongue will not be heard in the club’s halls. 

Likewise they reiterated their offer to turn the buildings 

over to the government as a hospital if it were necessary. 

7. Lola Gamble Clyde, 1976 interview on life in Idaho 
during World War I. In the 1970s, historians inter-
viewed residents of rural Latah County, Idaho, 
about their experiences in World War I. Frank 

ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE
1. How did conditions change for German Americans 

between 1915 and 1918? 

2. According to these sources, what aspects of German 
American culture did other Americans find threatening? 
What forms did anti-German hostility take? 

3. Compare the sources that offer a German American per-
spective (sources 1, 2, 6, and 7) to those that represent 
a threat to German Americans’ way of life (3, 4, 5). How 
did German Americans respond to growing anti-German 
sentiment in this period?

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
World War I heightened anxieties about who was a “true” 
American. What groups were singled out in particular and 
why? What continuities do you see between these fears 
over “hyphenated” identities and controversies in earlier 
eras of U.S. history? Today?

Brocke, a farmer, recalled that neighbors on their 
joint telephone line would slam down the phone 
when his mother or sister spoke German. “We had 
to be so careful,” he said. 

I remember when they smashed out store windows at 

Uniontown that said [sauer]kraut. . . . Nobody would eat 

kraut. Throw the Kraut out, they were Germans. . . . Even 

the great Williamson store, he went in and gathered up 

everything that was made in Germany, and had a big bon-

fire out in the middle of the street, you know. Although he 

had many good German friends all over the county that 

had helped make him rich. . . . And if it was a German 

name — we’ll just change our name. . . . There were some 

[German American] boys that got draft deferments. . . . 

Some of them said that their fathers were sick and dying, 

and their father had so much land they had to stay home 

and farm it for them. . . . [Local men] tarred and feath-

ered some of them. Some of them as old men dying still 

resented and remembered. 

Sources: (1) Frederick C. Luebke, Bonds of Loyalty: German Americans and World 

War I (Dekalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1974), 109; (2) Hearings Before the 

Subcommittee on the Judiciary, United States Senate, 65th Congress, Second Session 

(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1918), 300; (5) Gerard speech, 

transcript and recording, at Library of Congress American Memory: memory.loc.gov 

/ammem/nfhtml/nforSpeakers01.html; (6) New Orleans Times-Picayune, May 16, 1918; 

(7) Oral histories of Idaho residents at GMU History Matters, historymatters.gmu 

.edu/d/2/. Excerpt courtesy of Latah County Historical Society.
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pose “a clear and present danger to the safety of the 

country.” In an important dissent, however, Justices 

Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. and Louis Brandeis objected 

to the Abrams decision. Holmes’s probing questions 

about the definition of “clear and present danger” 

helped launch twentieth-century legal battles over free 

speech and civil liberties.

Great Migrations World War I created tremendous 

economic opportunities at home. Jobs in war indus-

tries drew thousands of people to the cities. With so 

many men in uniform, jobs in heavy industry opened 

for the first time to African Americans, accelerating 

the pace of black migration from South to North. 

During World War I, more than 400,000 African 

Americans moved to such cities as St. Louis, Chicago, 

New York, and Detroit, in what became known as the 

Great Migration. The rewards were great, and taking 

war jobs could be a source of patriotic pride. “If it 

hadn’t been for the negro,” a Carnegie Steel manager 

later recalled, “we could hardly have carried on our 

operations.” 

Blacks in the North encountered discrimination in 

jobs, housing, and education. But in the first flush of 

opportunity, most celebrated their escape from the 

repressive racism and poverty of the South. “It is a mat-

ter of a dollar with me and I feel that God made the 

path and I am walking therein,” one woman reported 

to her sister back home. “Tell your husband work is 

plentiful here.” “I just begin to feel like a man,” wrote 

another migrant to a friend in Mississippi. “My chil-

dren are going to the same school with the whites. . . . 

Will vote the next election and there isn’t any ‘yes sir’ 

and ‘no sir’ — it’s all yes and no and Sam and Bill.”

Wartime labor shortages prompted Mexican Amer-

i cans in the Southwest to leave farmwork for urban 

industrial jobs. Continued political instability in Mex-

ico, combined with increased demand for farmworkers 

in the United States, also encouraged more Mexicans 

to move across the border. Between 1917 and 1920, at 

least 100,000 Mexicans entered the United States; 

despite discrimination, large numbers stayed. If asked 

why, many might have echoed the words of an African 

American man who left New Orleans for Chicago: they 

were going “north for a better chance.” The same was 

true for Puerto Ricans such as Jésus Colón, who also 

confronted racism. “I came to New York to poor pay, 

long hours, terrible working conditions, discrimination 

even in the slums and in the poor paying factories,” 

Colón recalled, “where the bosses very dexterously 

pitted Italians against Puerto Ricans and Puerto Ricans 

against American Negroes and Jews.” 

Women were the largest group to take advantage of 

wartime job opportunities. About 1 million women 

joined the paid labor force for the first time, while 

another 8 million gave up low-wage service jobs for 

higher-paying industrial work. Americans soon got 

used to the sight of female streetcar conductors, train 

engineers, and defense workers. Though most people 

expected these jobs to return to men in peacetime, the 

The Labor Agent in the South

This evocative painting from 1940 is part of the famous 
Great Migration series by African American painter Jacob 
Lawrence. It shows how many African American workers 
found a route to opportunity: northern manufacturers, 
facing severe wartime labor shortages, sent agents to the 
South to recruit workers. Agents often arranged loans to 
pay for train fare and other travel expenses; once laborers 
were settled and employed in the North, they repaid the 
loans from their wages. Here, a line of men waits for the 
agent to record their names in his open ledger. The bare 
tree in the background suggests the barrenness of eco-
nomic prospects for impoverished rural blacks in the 
South; it also hints at the threat of lynching and racial 
violence. Digital Image © The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed 
by SCALA/Art Resource, NY.



 CHAPTER 21  An Emerging World Power, 1890–1918 695

war created a new comfort level with women’s employ-

ment outside the home — and with women’s suffrage. 

Women’s Voting Rights The National American 

Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) threw the sup-

port of its 2 million members wholeheartedly into the 

war effort. Its president, Carrie Chapman Catt, declared 

that women had to prove their patriotism to win the 

ballot. NAWSA members in thousands of communi-

ties promoted food conservation and distributed emer-

gency relief through organizations such as the Red 

Cross.

Alice Paul and the National Woman’s Party (NWP) 

took a more confrontational approach. Paul was a 

Quaker who had worked in the settlement movement 

and earned a PhD in political science. Finding as a 

NAWSA lobbyist that congressmen dismissed her, Paul 

founded the NWP in 1916. Inspired by militant British 

suffragists, the group began in July 1917 to picket the 

White House. Standing silently with their banners, 

Paul and other NWP activists faced arrest for obstruct-

ing traffic and were sentenced to seven months in jail. 

They protested by going on a hunger strike, which 

prison authorities met with forced 

feeding. Pub lic shock at the 

women’s treatment drew attention 

to the suffrage cause. 

Impressed by NAWSA’s patri-

otism and worried by the NWP’s 

militancy, the antisuffrage Wilson 

reversed his position. In January 

1918, he urged support for woman 

suffrage as a “war measure.” The 

constitutional amendment quickly passed the House 

of Representa tives; it took eighteen months to get 

through the Senate and another year to win ratifi-

cation by the states. On August 26, 1920, when 

Tennessee voted for ratification, the Nineteenth 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
What were the different 
effects of African Ameri-
cans’, Mexican Americans’, 
and women’s civilian 
mobilization during World 
War I? 

Women Riveters at the Puget Sound Navy Yard, 1919 

With men at the front, women took many new jobs during World War I — as mail carriers, police officers, 
and farm laborers who joined the Women’s Land Army. African American women, generally limited by white 
prejudice to jobs in domestic service and agriculture, found that the war opened up new opportunities and 
better wages in industry. When the war ended, women usually lost jobs deemed to be men’s work. In 1919, 
however, these women were still hard at work in the Puget Sound Navy Yard, near Seattle. What clues 
indicate their attitudes toward their work, and toward one another? National Archives.
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Amendment became law. The state thus joined Texas 

as one of two ex-Confederate states to ratify it. In most 

parts of the South, the measure meant that white 

women began to vote: in this Jim Crow era, African 

American women’s voting rights remained restricted 

along with men’s.

In explaining suffragists’ victory, historians have 

debated the relative effectiveness of Catt’s patriotic 

strategy and Paul’s militant protests. Both played a role 

in persuading Wilson and Congress to act, but neither 

might have worked without the extraordinary impact 

of the Great War. Across the globe, before 1914, the 

only places where women had full suffrage were New 

Zealand, Australia, Finland, and Norway. After World 

War I, many nations moved to enfranchise women. 

The new Soviet Union acted first, in 1917, with Great 

Britain and Canada following in 1918; by 1920, the 

measure had passed in Germany, Austria, Poland, 

Czechoslovakia, and Hungary as well as the United 

States. (Major exceptions were France and Italy, where 

women did not gain voting rights until after World 

War II, and Switzerland, which held out until 1971.) 

Thus, while World War I introduced modern horrors 

on the battlefield — machine guns and poison gas — it 

brought some positive results at home: economic 

opportunity and women’s political participation.

Catastrophe at Versailles
The idealistic Wilson argued that no victor should be 

declared after World War I: only “peace among equals” 

could last. Having won at an incredible price, Britain 

and France showed zero interest in such a plan. But the 

devastation wrought by the war created popular pres-

sure for a just and enduring outcome. Wilson scored a 

diplomatic victory at the peace conference, held at 

Versailles, near Paris, in 1919, when the Allies chose to 

base the talks on his Fourteen Points, a blueprint for 

Wagon Decorated for the Labor Day Parade, San Diego, California, 1910

As the woman suffrage movement grew stronger in the years before and during World War I, working-class 
women played increasingly prominent and visible roles in its leadership. This Labor Day parade float, created 
by the Women’s Union Label League of San Diego, showed that activists championed equal pay for women 
in the workplace as well as women’s voting rights. “Union Label Leagues” urged middle-class shoppers 
to purchase only clothing with a union label, certifying that the item had been manufactured under safe 
conditions and the workers who made it had received a fair wage. San Diego Historical Society, Title Insurance 
Trust Collection.
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peace that he had presented a year earlier in a speech to 

Congress. 

Wilson’s Points embodied an important strand 

in progressivism. They called for open diplomacy; 

“absolute freedom of navigation upon the seas”; arms 

reduction; removal of trade barriers; and national self-

determination for peoples in the Austro-Hungarian, 

Russian, and German empires. Essential to Wilson’s 

vision was the creation of an international regulatory 

body, eventually called the League of Nations, that 

would guarantee each country’s “independence and 

territorial integrity.” The League would mediate dis-

putes, supervise arms reduction, and — according to its 

crucial Article X — curb aggressor nations through 

collective military action. Wilson hoped the League 

would “end all wars.” But his ideals had marked limits, 

and in negotiations he confronted harsh realities.

The Fate of Wilson’s Ideas
The peace conference included ten thousand represen-

tatives from around the globe, but leaders of France, 

Britain, and the United States dominated the proceed-

ings. When the Japanese delegation proposed a decla-

ration for equal treatment of all races, the Allies rejected 

it. Similarly, the Allies ignored a global Pan-African 

Congress, organized by W. E. B. Du Bois and other 

black leaders; they snubbed Arab representatives who 

had been military allies during the war. Even Italy’s 

prime minister — included among the influential “Big 

Four,” because in 1915 Italy had switched to the Allied 

side — withdrew from the conference, aggrieved at 

the way British and French leaders marginalized him. 

The Allies excluded two key players: Russia, because 

they distrusted its communist leaders, and Germany, 

because they planned to dictate terms to their defeated 

foe. For Wilson’s “peace among equals,” it was a terrible 

start.

Prime Minister David Lloyd George of Britain and 

Premier Georges Clemenceau of France imposed harsh 

punishments on Germany. Unbeknownst to others at 

the time, they had already made secret agreements to 

divide up Germany’s African colonies and take them as 

spoils of war. At Versailles, they also forced the defeated 

nation to pay $33 billion in reparations and surrender 

coal supplies, merchant ships, valuable patents, and 

even territory along the French border. These terms 

caused keen resentment and economic hardship in 

Germany, and over the following two decades they 

helped lead to World War II.

Given these conditions, it is remarkable that Wilson 

influenced the Treaty of Versailles as much as he did. 

He intervened repeatedly to soften conditions imposed 

on Germany. In accordance with the Fourteen Points, 

he worked with the other Allies to fashion nine new 

nations, stretching from the Baltic to the Mediterranean 

(Map 21.4). These were intended as a buffer to protect 

Western Europe from communist Russia; the plan also 

embodied Wilson’s principle of self-determination for 

European states. Elsewhere in the world, the Allies 

dismantled their enemies’ empires but did not create 

independent nations, keeping colonized people subor-

dinate to European power. France, for example, refused 

to give up its long-standing occupation of Indochina; 

Clemenceau’s snub of future Vietnamese leader Ho Chi 

Minh, who sought representation at Versailles, had 

“Peace and Future Cannon Fodder” 

This scathing cartoon, published in 1920, was drawn by 
Australian-born artist Will Dyson and published in a British 
magazine. It shows the “Big Four” power brokers at Ver-
sailles — from left to right, Vittorio Orlando of Italy, David 
Lloyd George of Britain, Georges Clemenceau of France, and 
Woodrow Wilson of the United States. Clemenceau, who was 
nicknamed “The Tiger,” turns his head and comments on the 
crying child. Even at the time, astute observers such as Dyson 
argued that the treaty might have horrific consequences, 
particularly in the brutal conditions it imposed on Germany. 
Dyson sketched “1940 Class” over the head of the child. The 
young children of 1920 grew up to inherit the consequences 
of the Versailles treaty, which contributed to the rise of 
fascism, Nazism, and World War II. British Daily Herald, 
May 13, 1919.
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grave long-term consequences for 

both France and the United States. 

The establishment of a British 

mandate in Palestine (now Israel) 

also proved crucial. During the 

war, Brit ish foreign secretary Sir 

Arthur Balfour had stated that his 

country would work to establish 

there a “national home for the Jewish people,” with the 

condition that “nothing shall be done which may prej-

udice the civil and religious rights of existing non-

Jewish communities in Palestine.” Under the British 

mandate, thousands of Jews moved to Palestine and 

purchased land, in some cases evicting Palestinian 

tenants. As early as 1920, riots erupted between Jews 

and Palestinians — a situation that, even before World 

War II, escalated beyond British control.

The Versailles treaty thus created conditions for 

horrific future bloodshed, and it must be judged one of 

history’s great catastrophes. Balfour astutely described 

Clemenceau, Lloyd George, and Wilson as “all-powerful, 

all-ignorant men, sitting there and carving up conti-

nents.” Wilson, however, remained optimistic as he 

returned home, even though his health was beginning 

to fail. The president hoped the new League of Nations, 

authorized by the treaty, would moderate the settle-

ment and secure peaceful resolutions of other disputes. 

For this to occur, U.S. participation was crucial. 

Congress Rejects the Treaty
The outlook for U.S. ratification was not promising. 

Though major opinion makers and religious denomi-

nations supported the treaty, openly hostile Republicans 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
In what ways did the 
Treaty of Versailles 
embody — or fail to 
embody — Wilson’s 
Fourteen Points? 
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MAP 21.4
Europe and the Middle East After World War I

World War I and its aftermath dramatically altered the landscape of Europe and the Middle East. 
In central Europe, the collapse of the German, Russian, and Austro-Hungarian empires brought 
the reconstitution of Poland and the creation of a string of new states based on the principle of 
national (ethnic) self-determination. The demise of the Ottoman Empire resulted in the appearance 
of the quasi-independent territories, or “mandates,” of Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine. The 
League of Nations stipulated that their affairs would be supervised by one of the Allied powers.
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held a majority in the Senate. One group, called the 

“irreconcilables,” consisted of western progressive 

Repub  licans such as Hiram Johnson of California and 

Robert La Follette of Wisconsin, who opposed U.S. 

involvement in European affairs. Another group, led by 

Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts, worried 

that Article X — the provision for collective security — 

would prevent the United States from pursuing an inde-

pendent foreign policy. Was the nation, Lodge asked, 

“willing to have the youth of America ordered to war” 

by an international body? Wilson refused to accept 

any amendments, especially to placate Lodge, a hated 

rival. “I shall consent to nothing,” the president told 

the French ambassador. “The Senate must take its 

medicine.”

To mobilize support, Wilson embarked on an 

exhausting speaking tour. His impassioned defense of 

the League of Nations brought audiences to tears, but 

the strain proved too much for the president. While vis-

iting Colorado in September 1919, Wilson collapsed. A 

week later, back in Washington, he suffered a stroke that 

left one side of his body paralyzed. Wilson still urged 

Democratic senators to reject all Republican amend-

ments. When the treaty came up for a vote in November 

1919, it failed to win the required two-thirds majority. A 

second attempt, in March 1920, fell seven votes short.

The treaty was dead, and so was Wilson’s leader-

ship. The president never fully recovered from his 

stroke. During the last eighteen months of his adminis-

tration, the government drifted as Wilson’s physician, 

his wife, and various cabinet heads secretly took charge. 

The United States never ratified the Versailles treaty or 

joined the League of Nations. In turn, the League was 

weak. When Wilson died in 1924, his dream of a just 

and peaceful international order lay in ruins.

The impact of World War I can hardly be over-

stated. Despite bids for power by Britain and France, 

Europe’s hold on its colonial empires never recovered. 

The United States, now a major world power, appeared 

to turn its back on the world when it rejected the 

Versailles treaty. But in laying claim to Hawaii and the 

Philippines, asserting power in Latin America, and 

intervening in Asia, the United States had entangled 

itself deeply in global politics. By 1918, the nation had 

gained too much diplomatic clout — and was too 

dependent on overseas trade — for isolation to be a 

realistic long-term option. 

On the home front, the effects of World War I 

were no less dramatic. Wartime jobs and prosperity 

ushered in an era of exuberant consumerism, while the 

achievements of women’s voting rights seemed to pre-

sage a new progressive era. But as peace returned, it 

became clear that the war had not advanced reform. 

Rather than embracing government activism, Ameri-

cans of the 1920s proved eager to relinquish it.

SUMMARY
Between 1877 and 1918, the United States rose as a 

major economic and military power. Justifications for 

overseas expansion emphasized access to global mar-

kets, the importance of sea power, and the need to 

police international misconduct and trade. These justi-

fications shaped U.S. policy toward European powers 

in Latin America, and victory in the War of 1898 

enabled the United States to take control of former 

Spanish colonies in the Caribbean and Pacific. Victory, 

however, also led to bloody conflict in the Philippines 

as the United States struggled to suppress Filipino 

resistance to American rule.

After 1899, the United States aggressively asserted 

its interests in Asia and Latin America. In China, the 

United States used the so-called Boxer Rebellion to 

make good its claim to an “open door” to Chinese mar-

kets. Later, President Theodore Roosevelt strengthened 

relations with Japan, and his successor, William Howard 

Taft, supported U.S. business interests in China. In the 

Caribbean, the United States constructed the Panama 

Canal and regularly exercised the right, claimed under 

the Roosevelt Corollary, to intervene in the affairs of 

states in the region. President Woodrow Wilson pub-

licly disparaged the imperialism of his predecessors but 

repeatedly used the U.S. military to “police” Mexico.

At the outbreak of World War I, the United States 

asserted neutrality, but its economic ties to the Allies 

rapidly undercut that claim. In 1917, German subma-

rine attacks drew the United States into the war on the 

side of Britain and France. Involvement in the war pro-

foundly transformed the economy, politics, and society 

of the nation, resulting in an economic boom, mass 

migrations of workers to industrial centers, and the 

achievement of national voting rights. At the Paris 

Peace Conference, Wilson attempted to implement his 

Fourteen Points. However, the designs of the Allies in 

Europe undermined the Treaty of Versailles, while 

Republican resistance at home prevented ratification of 

the treaty. Although Wilson’s dream of a just interna-

tional order failed, the United States had taken its place 

as a major world power.
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Key Concepts and Events Key People

Identify and explain the significance of each term below.

American exceptionalism (p. 674)

“Remember the Maine” (p. 675)

Teller Amendment (p. 675)

Insular Cases (p. 678)

Platt Amendment (p. 678)

open door policy (p. 679)

Root-Takahira Agreement 

(p. 682)

Panama Canal (p. 682)

Roosevelt Corollary (p. 683)

Zimmermann telegram (p. 686)

War Industries Board (p. 688)

National War Labor Board 

(p. 689)

Committee on Public Informa-

tion (p. 690)

Four-Minute Men (p. 690)

Sedition Act of 1918 (p. 691)

Great Migration (p. 694)

National Woman’s Party (p. 695)

Fourteen Points (p. 696)

League of Nations (p. 697)

Treaty of Versailles (p. 697)

TERMS TO KNOW

Go to LearningCurve to retain what you’ve read.M A K E  I T  S T I C K

C H A P T E R  R E V I E W

1. What factors prompted the United States to claim 

overseas territories in the 1890s and early 1900s? 

2. What role did the United States play in World War 

I? On balance, do you think U.S. entry into the war 

was justified? Why or why not?

3. How did World War I shape America on the home 

front, economically and politically? 

4. THEMATIC UNDERSTANDING Review the 

events listed under “America in the World” on the 

thematic timeline on page 671. By the end of World 

War I, what influence did the United States exercise 

in the Caribbean, Latin America, the Pacific, and 

China, and in European affairs? How, and to what 

extent, had its power in each region expanded over 

the previous four decades? Compare and contrast 

the role of the United States to the roles of other 

powers in each region. 

Answer these questions to demonstrate your 
understanding of the chapter’s main ideas.

REVIEW QUESTIONS 

Theodore Roosevelt (p. 674)

Alfred Mahan (p. 674)

Queen Liliuokalani (p. 676)

Emilio Aguinaldo (p. 678)

Porfirio Díaz (p. 683)

Woodrow Wilson (p. 683)

Herbert Hoover (p. 689)

Alice Paul (p. 695)
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1. ACROSS TIME AND PLACE Read again the 

documents from “Representing Indians” in Chap-

ter 16 (Thinking Like a Historian, p. 530). In what 

ways might ideas about Native Americans have 

informed attitudes toward Hawaiians, Filipinos, 

and other people of color overseas? How might this 

explain which peoples Woodrow Wilson included 

and excluded in his ideal of “national self-determina-

tion”? Write a short essay in which you explain how 

Americans’ policies and attitudes toward native 

peoples within North America shaped U.S. foreign 

policy between 1898 and 1918. You may also wish 

to review relevant information in Chapters 15 and 

20 and consider how attitudes toward African 

Americans shaped white Americans’ racial assump-

tions in this era.

2. VISUAL EVIDENCE Review the images on 

pages 673, 685, and 695. What do they tell us about 

how the 1910s, especially the experiences of World 

War I, changed gender expectations for men and 

women? At the start of the war, would you rather 

have been a young man or a young woman? Why? 

How did new opportunities vary according to a 

young person’s race and ethnicity? (The posters on 

pp. 687 and 691 may also be useful in considering 

this question.) 

Recognize the larger developments and continuities within 
and across chapters by answering these questions.

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS

Jean H. Baker, Votes for Women (2002). A collection of 

essays on the achievement of women’s suffrage.

Frank Freidel, Over There (1990). A collection of 

American soldiers’ firsthand accounts of their experi-

ences in World War I.

The Great War and the Shaping of the 20th Century. 

An excellent PBS documentary with accompanying 

documents at pbs.org/greatwar/index.html. 

Julie Greene, The Canal Builders (2009). The story of 

the Panama Canal through the viewpoint of the 

diverse workers who constructed it.

James R. Grossman, Land of Hope (1999). A sweeping 

study of the Great Migration.

Walter LaFeber, The American Search for Opportunity, 

1865–1913 (1993). An excellent, up-to-date synthesis 

of foreign policy in this era. 

Start here to learn more about the events discussed in this chapter. MORE TO EXPLORE
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Ask yourself why this chapter begins and ends with these dates 
and then identify the links among related events. 

TIMELINE 

1886  U.S. begins building modern battleships

1892  U.S.-backed planters overthrow Hawaii’s Queen Liliuokalani

1895  United States arbitrates border dispute between Britain and Venezuela

 Guerrilla war against Spanish rule begins in Cuba

1898  War between United States and Spain

 United States annexes Hawaii, Puerto Rico, and Guam

1899–1902  U.S.-Philippine War, ending in U.S. occupation of Philippines

 United States pursues open door policy in China

1900  United States helps suppress nationalist rebellion in China (“Boxer Rebellion”)

1901  Hay-Pauncefote Treaty

1902  Platt Amendment gives U.S. exclusive role in Cuba

1903  U.S. recognizes Panama’s independence from Colombia

1905  Russo-Japanese War; Roosevelt mediates peace

1908  Root-Takahira Agreement

1914  Panama Canal opens

 U.S. military action in Veracruz, Mexico

 World War I begins in Europe

1916  Jones Act commits United States to future Philippine independence 

1917  United States declares war on Germany and its allies, creates new agencies to mobilize 
economy and promote national unity

 Espionage Act

1918  Sedition Act

 World War I ends

 Beginning of two-year influenza pandemic that kills 50 million people worldwide

1919  Schenck v. United States and Abrams v. United States

 Wilson promotes Fourteen Points at Paris Peace Conference

 Senate rejects the Treaty of Versailles

1920  Nineteenth Amendment grants women suffrage
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KEY TURNING POINTS: On the timeline above, identify at least five events that demonstrated 

the rising global power of the United States. Compare their consequences. If you had been an 

observer in London or Tokyo, how might you have interpreted the United States’s actions in 

each case? 
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IDENTIFY THE BIG IDEA
What conflicts in culture and politics 
arose in the 1920s, and how did eco-
nomic developments in that decade 
help cause the Great Depression?

22
R

ising to fame in The Sheik (1922), 
Rudolph Valentino became a con-
troversial Hollywood star. Calling 

him “dark, darling, and delightful,” female 
fans mobbed his appearances. In Chicago, 
Mexican American boys slicked back their 
hair and called each other “sheik.” But some Anglo men said they loathed Valentino. 
One reviewer claimed the star had stolen his style from female “vamps” and ridiculed 
him for wearing a bracelet (a gift from his wife). The Chicago Tribune blamed Valentino 
for the rise of “effeminate men,” shown by the popularity of “floppy pants and slave 
bracelets.” Outraged, Valentino challenged the journalist to a fight — and defeated the 
writer’s stand-in. 

Valentino, an Italian immigrant, upset racial and ethnic boundaries. Nicknamed the 
Latin Lover, he played among other roles a Spanish bullfighter and the son of a maha-
rajah. When a reporter called his character in The Sheik a “savage,” Valentino retorted, 
“People are not savages because they have dark skins. The Arab civilization is one of the 
oldest in the world.” 

But to many American-born Protestants, movies were morally dangerous — “vile 
and atrocious,” one women’s group declared. The appeal of “dark” stars like Valentino 
and his predecessor, Japanese American actor Sessue Hayakawa, was part of the prob-
lem. Hollywood became a focal point for political conflict as the nation took a sharp 
right turn. A year before The Sheik appeared, the Reverend Wilbur Crafts published a 
widely reprinted article warning of “Jewish Supremacy in Film.” He accused “Hebrew” 
Hollywood executives of “gross immorality” and claimed they were racially incapable of 
understanding “the prevailing standards of the American people.” These were not 
fringe views. Crafts’s editorial first appeared in a newspaper owned by prominent auto-
maker Henry Ford. 

Critics, though, failed to slow Hollywood’s success. Faced with threats of regulation, 
movie-makers did what other big businesses did in the 1920s: they used their clout to 
block government intervention. At the same time, they expanded into world markets; 
when Valentino visited Paris, he was swarmed by thousands of French fans. The Sheik 
highlighted America’s business success and its political and cultural divides. Young 
urban audiences, including women “flappers,” were eager to challenge older sexual 
and religious mores. Rural Protestants saw American values going down the drain. In 
Washington, meanwhile, Republican leaders abandoned two decades of reform and 
deferred to business. Americans wanted prosperity, not progressivism — until the conse-
quences arrived in the shock of the Great Depression.

CONFLICTED LEGACIES 
OF WORLD WAR I

Racial Strife

Erosion of Labor Rights

The Red Scare

POLITICS IN THE 1920s
Women in Politics

Republicans and Business

Dollar Diplomacy

Culture Wars

INTELLECTUAL 
MODERNISM

Harlem in Vogue

Critiquing American Life

FROM BOOM TO BUST
The Postwar Economy

Consumer Culture

The Coming of the Great 
Depression

Cultural Conflict, 
Bubble, and Bust

1919–1932
C H A P T E R
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Celebrating the Fourth of July, 1926 This Life magazine cover celebrates two famous symbols 
of the 1920s: jazz music and the “flapper,” in her droopy tights and scandalously short skirt, who loves 
to dance to its rhythms. The flags at the top record the latest slang expressions, including “so’s your 
old man” and “step on it” (“it” being the accelerator of an automobile, in a decade when cars were 
America’s hottest commodity). The bottom of the picture also added a note of protest: while July 4, 
1926, marked the 150th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, Life says that Americans have 
had only “one hundred and forty-three years of liberty” — followed by “seven years of Prohibition.” 
Picture Research Consultants & Archives.
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Conflicted Legacies 
of World War I
“The World War has accentuated all our differences,” a 

journalist observed in 1919. “It has not created those 

differences, but it has revealed and emphasized them.” 

In the war’s immediate aftermath, thousands of strikes 

revealed continuing labor tensions. Violent riots exposed 

white resistance to the rising expectations of African 

Americans, while an obsessive hunt for “foreign” radi-

cals — like angry denunciations of Hollywood’s Latin 

Lover — showed that ethnic pluralism would not win 

easy acceptance. 

Racial Strife
African Americans emerged from World War I deter-

mined to achieve citizenship rights. Millions had loy-

ally supported the war effort; 350,000 had served in 

uniform. At the same time, the Great Migration drew 

hundreds of thousands from the South to northern 

industrial cities, where they secured good wartime jobs 

and found they could vote and use their new economic 

clout to build community institutions and work for 

racial justice. The black man, one observer wrote, “real-

ized that he was part and parcel of the great army 

of democracy. . . . With this realization came the con-

sciousness of pride in himself as a man, and an Amer-

ican citizen.”

These developments sparked white violence. In the 

South, the number of lynchings rose from 48 in 1917 to 

78 in 1919, including several murders of returning 

black soldiers in their military uniforms. In 1921, after 

a brutal lynching in the railroad town of Rosewood, 

Florida, black residents armed for self-defense; mobs 

of furious whites responded by torching houses and 

hunting down African Americans. Police and state 

authorities refused to intervene. The town of Rosewood 

vanished from the map. 

In northern and midwestern cities, the arrival of 

southern migrants deepened existing racial tensions. 

Blacks competed with whites — including recent immi-

grants — for scarce housing and jobs. Unionized white 

workers resented blacks who served as strikebreakers. 

Racism turned such conflicts into violent confron-

tations. Attacks on African Americans broke out in 

more than twenty-five cities. One of the deadliest riots 

Chicago Race Riot

When racial violence exploded in Chicago during 
the summer of 1919, Chicago Evening Post pho-
tographer Jun Fujita was on the scene to capture it. 
As one of the few Japanese immigrants in Chicago 
at the time, Fujita was probably no stranger to rac-
ism, and it took personal courage to put himself in 
the midst of the escalating violence. When the riot 
finally ended, thirty-eight people were dead and 
more than five hundred were injured. Chicago 
Historical Society/Photo by Jun Fujita.
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anytime.” Coolidge fired the entire police force; the 

strike failed. A majority of the public supported the 

governor. Republi cans rewarded Coolidge by nominat-

ing him for the vice-presidency in 1920. 

Antilabor decisions by the Supreme Court were an 

additional key factor in unions’ decline. In Coronado 

Coal Company v. United Mine 

Work ers (1925), the Court ruled 

that a striking union could be 

penalized for illegal restraint 

of trade. The Court also struck 

down federal legislation regulat-

ing child labor; in Adkins v. Child-
ren’s Hospital (1923), it voided 

a minimum wage for women 

occurred in 1917 in East St. Louis, Illinois, where nine 

whites and more than forty blacks died. Chicago 

endured five days of rioting in July 1919. By September, 

the national death toll from racial violence reached 120.

The oil boomtown of Tulsa, Oklahoma, was the site 

of a horrific incident in June 1921. Sensational, false 

reports of an alleged rape helped incite white mobs 

who resented growing black prosperity. Anger focused 

on the 8,000 residents of Tulsa’s prosperous Greenwood 

district, locally known as “the black Wall Street.” The 

mob — helped by National Guardsmen, who arrested 

blacks who resisted — burned thirty-five blocks of 

Greenwood and killed several dozen people. The city’s 

leading paper acknowledged that “semi-organized 

bands of white men systematically applied the torch, 

while others shot on sight men of color.” It took a 

decade for black residents to rebuild Greenwood.

Erosion of Labor Rights
African Americans were not the only ones who faced 

challenges to their hard-won gains. The war effort, 

overseen by a Democratic administration sympathetic 

to labor, had temporarily increased the size and power 

of labor unions. The National War Labor Board had 

instituted a series of prolabor measures, including rec-

ognition of workers’ right to organize. Membership in 

the American Federation of Labor (AFL) grew by a 

third during World War I, reaching more than 3 mil-

lion by war’s end, and continued to climb afterward. 

Workers’ expectations also rose as the war economy 

brought higher pay and better working conditions.

But when workers tried to maintain these stan-

dards after the war, employers cut wages and rooted 

out unions, prompting massive confrontations. In 1919, 

more than four million wage laborers — one in every 

five — went on strike, a proportion never since equaled. 

A walkout of shipyard workers in Seattle sparked a 

general strike that shut down the city. Another strike 

disrupted the steel industry, as 350,000 workers 

demanded union recognition and an end to twelve-

hour shifts. Elbert H. Gary, head of United States Steel 

Corporation, refused to negotiate; he hired Mexican 

and African American replacements and broke the 

strike. Meanwhile, business leaders in rising industries, 

such as automobile manufacturing, resisted unions, 

creating more and more nonunionized jobs. 

Public employees fared no better. Late in 1919, 

Boston’s police force demanded a union and went on 

strike to get it. Massachusetts governor Calvin Coolidge 

won national fame by declaring, “There is no right to 

strike against the public safety by anybody, anywhere, 

PLACE EVENTS 
IN CONTEXT
What factors contributed 
to antiblack violence, labor 
defeats, and the Red Scare, 
and what connections 
might we draw among 
these events?

Fear of “Bolshevism,” 1919

This cartoon from the Post Dispatch in Cleveland, Ohio, 
reflects nationwide panic over the general strike by 110 
unions that paralyzed Seattle in February 1919. Opponents 
of radical labor unrest had a deeper fear: the Bolshevik 
Revolution in Russia, resulting in creation of the USSR, had 
brought into existence the world’s first enduring communist 
state. By crushing unions in Seattle with a club of “Law and 
Order,” this image suggests that Uncle Sam could beat back 
the global communist threat. This aspect of the 1919 Red 
Scare prefigured, at an early date, the anxieties of the Cold 
War era. Ohio Historical Society.
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workers in the District of Columbia, reversing many of 

the gains that had been achieved through the ground-

breaking decision in Muller v. Oregon (Chap ter 20). 

Such decisions, along with aggressive antiunion cam-

paigns, caused membership in labor unions to fall from 

5.1 million in 1920 to 3.6 million in 1929 — just 10 per-

cent of the nonagricultural workforce.

In place of unions, the 1920s marked the heyday of 

welfare capitalism, a system of labor relations that 

stressed management’s responsibility for employees’ 

well-being. Automaker Henry Ford, among others, 

pioneered this system before World War I, famously 

paying $5 a day. Ford also offered a profit-sharing plan 

to employees who met the standards of its Social 

Department, which investigated to ensure that work-

ers’ private lives met the company’s moral standards. At 

a time when government unemployment compensa-

tion and Social Security did not exist, General Electric 

and U.S. Steel provided health insurance and old-age 

pensions. Other employers, like Chicago’s Western 

Electric Company, built athletic facilities and selec-

tively offered paid vacations. Employers hoped this 

would build a loyal workforce and head off labor 

unrest. But such plans covered only about 5 percent of 

the industrial workforce. Facing new financial pres-

sures in the 1920s, even Henry Ford cut back his $5 

day. In the tangible benefits it offered workers, welfare 

capitalism had serious limitations. 

The Red Scare
Many well-off Americans sided with management in 

the upheavals of the postwar years. They blamed work-

ers for the rapidly rising cost of living, which jumped 

nearly 80 percent between 1917 and 1919. The socialist 

views of some recent immigrants frightened native-

born citizens; communism terrified them. When in 

1919 the Soviet Union’s new Bolshevik leaders founded 

the Third International, intended to foster revolutions 

abroad, some Americans began to fear that dangerous 

radicals were hiding everywhere. Wartime hatred of 

Germans was replaced by hostility toward Bolsheviks 

(labeled “Reds,” after the color of communist flags). 

Ironically, American communists remained few in num-

ber and had little political influence. Of the 50 million 

adults in the United States in 1920, no more than 

70,000 belonged to either the fledgling U.S. Communist 

Party or the Communist Labor Party. 

In April 1919, alert postal workers discovered and 

defused thirty-four mail bombs addressed to govern-

ment officials. In June, a bomb detonated outside the 

Washington town house of recently appointed attorney 

general A. Mitchell Palmer. Palmer escaped unharmed, 

but he used the incident to fan public fears, precipitat-

ing a hysterical Red Scare. With President Woodrow 

Wilson incapacitated by stroke, Palmer had a free 

The Passion of Sacco and Vanzetti, by Ben Shahn, 
1931–1932

Ben Shahn (1898–1969) came to the United States from Lith-
u ania as a child and achieved fame as a social realist painter 
and photographer. Shahn used his art to advance his belief 
in social justice. In this painting, Sacco and Vanzetti lie dead 
and pale, hovered over by three distinguished Massa chus etts 
citizens. These grim-faced men — holding lilies, a symbol of 
death — are Harvard University president A. Lawrence Lowell 
and the two other members of a commission appointed by 
the governor in 1927 to review the case. The commission 
concluded that the men were guilty, a finding that led to their 
execution. Judge Webster Thayer, who presided at the origi-
nal trial in 1921, stands in the window in the background. 
The Passion of Sacco and Vanzetti by Ben Shahn (1931–1932) 
Art © Estate of Ben Shahn/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY. 
Photo © Geoffrey Clements.
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hand. He set up an antiradicalism division in the Justice 

Department and appointed his assistant J. Edgar 

Hoover to direct it; shortly afterward, it became the 

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). In November 

1919, Palmer’s agents stormed the headquarters of rad-

ical organizations. The dragnet captured thousands of 

aliens who had committed no crimes but who held 

anarchist or revolutionary beliefs. Lacking the protec-

tion of U.S. citizenship, many were deported without 

indictment or trial.

The Palmer raids peaked on a notorious night in 

January 1920, when federal agents invaded homes and 

meeting halls, arrested six thousand citizens and aliens, 

and denied the prisoners access to legal counsel. Then 

Palmer, who had presidential ambitions, overreached. 

He predicted that on May 1 a radical conspiracy would 

attempt to overthrow the U.S. government. State mili-

tia and police went on twenty-four-hour alert to guard 

against the alleged threat, but not a single incident 

occurred. As the summer of 1920 passed without major 

strikes or renewed bombings, the Red Scare began to 

abate.

Like other postwar legacies, however, antiradical-

ism had broad, long-lasting effects. In May 1920, at the 

height of the Red Scare, police arrested Nicola Sacco, a 

shoemaker, and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, a fish peddler, 

for the murder of two men during a robbery of a shoe 

company in South Braintree, Massachusetts. Sacco and 

Vanzetti were Italian aliens and self-proclaimed anar-

chists who had evaded the draft. Convicted of the mur-

ders, Sacco and Vanzetti sat in jail for six years while 

supporters appealed their verdicts. In 1927, Judge 

Webster Thayer denied a motion for a new trial and 

sentenced them to death. Scholars still debate their 

guilt or innocence. But the case was clearly biased by 

prosecutors’ emphasis on their ties to radical groups. 

The execution of Sacco and Vanzetti was one of the 

ugly scars left by the ethnic and political hostilities of 

the Great War. 

Politics in the 1920s
As the plight of labor suggested, the 1920s were a tough 

decade for progressives who had gained ground before 

World War I. After a few early reform victories, includ-

ing achievement of national women’s suffrage, the 

dominant motif of the 1920s was limited government. 

Native-born white Protestants rallied against what they 

saw as big-city values and advocated such goals as 

immigration restriction. A series of Republican presi-

dents placed responsibility for the nation’s well-being 

in the hands of business. President Calvin Coolidge 

declared, “The man who builds a factory builds a 

temple. The man who works there worships there.” The 

same theme prevailed in continued U.S. interventions 

in Latin America and elsewhere: American business 

needs were the top priority.

Women in Politics
At the start of the 1920s, many progressives hoped the 

attainment of women’s voting rights would offer new 

leverage to tackle poverty. They created organizations 

like the Women’s Joint Congressional Committee, a 

Washington-based advocacy group. The committee’s 

greatest accomplishment was the first federally funded 

health-care legislation, the Sheppard-Towner Federal 
Maternity and Infancy Act (1921). Sheppard-Towner 

provided federal funds for medical clinics, prenatal 

education programs, and visiting nurses. Though 

opponents warned that the act would lead to socialized 

medicine, Sheppard-Towner improved health care for 

the poor and significantly lowered infant mortality 

rates. It also marked the first time that Congress desig-

nated federal funds for the states to encourage them to 

administer a social welfare program. 

In 1923, Alice Paul, founder 

of the National Woman’s Party, 

also persuaded congressional allies 

to consider an Equal Rights 

Amend ment (ERA) to the U.S. 

Consti tution. It stated simply, 

“men and women shall have equal 

rights throughout the United 

States.” Advocates were hopeful; 

Wiscon sin had passed a similar 

law two years earlier, and it helped 

women fight gender discrimina-

tion. But opponents pointed out that the ERA would 

threaten recent labor laws that protected women from 

workplace abuses. Such laws recognized women’s vul-

nerable place in a heavily sex-segregated labor market. 

Would a theoretical statement of “equality” help poor 

and working women more than existing protections 

did? This question divided women’s rights advocates. 

Introduced repeatedly in Congress over the next five 

decades but rarely making it out of committee, the 

ERA was debated again and again until the bitter ratifi-

cation struggle of the 1970s (Chapter 29). 

Horrified at the suffering caused by World War I, 

some women joined a growing international peace 

movement. While diplomats conducted negotiations at 

Versailles, women peace advocates from around the 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES
Before World War I, 
women didn’t have full 
voting rights, but they had 
considerable success as 
reformers. After the war 
they could vote, but their 
proposals met defeat. How 
might we account for this 
apparent contradiction?
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world convened in Zurich and called on all nations to 

use their resources to end hunger and promote human 

welfare. Treaty negotiators ignored them, but the 

women organized for sustained activism. In 1919, they 

created the Women’s International League for Peace 
and Freedom (WILPF), whose leading American 

members included Jane Addams. Members of the 

league denounced imperialism, stressed the human 

suffering caused by militarism, and proposed social 

justice measures.

Such women faced serious opposition. The WILPF 

came under fierce attack during the Red Scare because 

it included socialist women in its ranks. And though 

women proved to be effective lobbyists, they had diffi-

culty gaining access to positions inside the Republican 

and Democratic parties. Finding that women did not 

vote as a bloc, politicians in both parties began to take 

their votes for granted. New reforms failed to gain sup-

port, and others were rolled back. Many congressmen, 

for example, had supported the Sheppard-Towner Act 

because they feared the voting power of women, but 

Congress ended the program in the late 1920s.

Republicans and Business
With President Wilson ailing in 1920, Democrats nom-

inated Ohio governor James M. Cox for president, on a 

platform calling for U.S. participation in the League of 

Nations and continuation of Wilson’s progressivism. 

Republicans, led by their probusiness wing, tapped 

genial Ohio senator Warren G. Harding. In a dig at 

Wilson’s idealism, Harding promised “not nostrums 

but normalcy.” On election day, he won in a landslide, 

beginning an era of Republican dominance that lasted 

until 1932.

Harding’s most energetic appointee was Secretary 

of Commerce Herbert Hoover, well known as head of 

the wartime Food Administration. Under Hoover’s 

direction, the Commerce Department helped create 

two thousand trade associations representing compa-

nies in almost every major industry. Government offi-

cials worked closely with the associations, providing 

statistical research, suggesting industry-wide stan-

dards, and promoting stable prices and wages. Hoover 

hoped that through voluntary business cooperation 

with government — an associated state — he could 

achieve what progressives had sought through govern-

mental regulation. This meant, of course, giving corpo-

rate leaders greater policymaking power.

More sinister links between government and cor-

porate interests were soon revealed. When President 

Harding died suddenly of a heart attack in August 

1923, evidence was just emerging that parts of his 

administration were riddled with corruption. The 

worst scandal concerned secret leasing of government 

oil reserves in Teapot Dome, Wyoming, and Elk Hills, 

California, to private companies. Secretary of the 

Interior Albert Fall was eventually convicted of taking 

$300,000 in bribes and became the first cabinet officer 

in U.S. history to serve a prison sentence.

Vice President Calvin Coolidge became president 

upon Harding’s death. He maintained Republican 

The League of Women Voters

The League of Women Voters was the brainchild of Carrie 
Chapman Catt, president of the National American Woman 
Suffrage Association. Formed in 1920, as the Nineteenth 
Amendment was about to give women the vote, the league 
undertook to educate Americans in responsible citizenship 
and to win enactment of legislation favorable to women. The 
league helped secure passage of the Sheppard-Towner Act of 
1921, which provided federal aid for maternal and child-care 
programs. In the 1930s, members campaigned for the enact-
ment of Social Security and other social welfare legislation. 
The Library of Virginia
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dominance while offering, with his austere Yankee 

morality, a contrast to his predecessor’s cronyism. 

Campaigning for election in his own right in 1924, 

Coolidge called for limited government and tax cuts 

for business. Rural and urban Democrats, deeply 

divided over such issues as prohibition and immigra-

tion restriction, deadlocked at their national conven-

tion; after 102 ballots, delegates finally nominated 

John W. Davis, a Wall Street lawyer. Coolidge easily 

defeated Davis and staved off a challenge from Senator 

Robert M. La Follette of Wisconsin, who tried to resus-

citate the Progressive Party. The 1924 Progressive plat-

form called for stronger government regulation at 

home and international efforts to reduce weapons pro-

duction and prevent war. “Free men of every genera-

tion,” it declared, “must combat the renewed efforts of 

organized force and greed.” In the end, Coolidge 

received 15.7 million votes to Davis’s 8.4 million and La 

Follette’s 4.9 million.

government guarantees of repay-

ment in countries they perceived 

as weak or unstable.

Officials provided such assur-

ance. In 1922, for example, when 

American banks offered an 

immense loan to Bolivia (at a 

hefty profit), State Department 

officials pressured the South American nation to accept 

it. Diplomats also forced Bolivia to agree to financial 

oversight by a commission under the banks’ control. A 

similar arrangement was reached with El Salvador’s 

government in 1923. In other cases, the United States 

intervened militarily, often to force repayment of debt. 

To implement such policies, the U.S. Marines occupied 

Nicaragua almost continuously from 1912 to 1933, the 

Dominican Republic from 1916 to 1924, and Haiti 

from 1915 to 1934.

In these lengthy military deployments, Americans 

came to think of the occupied countries as essentially 

U.S. possessions, much like Puerto Rico and the 

Philippines. Sensational memoirs by marines who had 

served in Haiti popularized the island as the “American 

Africa.” White Americans became fascinated by vodou 

(voodoo) and other Haitian religious customs, rein-

forcing their view of Haitians as dangerous savages or 

childlike people who needed U.S. guidance and super-

vision. One commander testified that his troops saw 

themselves as “trustees of a huge estate that belonged to 

minors. . . . The Haitians were our wards.”

At home, critics denounced loan guarantees and 

military interventions as dollar diplomacy. The term 

was coined in 1924 by Samuel Guy Inman, a Disciples 

of Christ missionary who toured U.S.-occupied Haiti 

and the Dominican Republic. “The United States,” 

Inman declared, “cannot go on destroying with impu-

nity the sovereignty of other peoples, however weak.” 

African American leaders also denounced the Haitian 

occupation. On behalf of the Women’s International 

League for Peace and Freedom and the International 

Council of Women of the Darker Races, a delegation 

conducted a fact-finding tour of Haiti in 1926. Their 

report exposed, among other things, the sexual exploi-

tation of Haitian women by U.S. soldiers.

By the late 1920s, dollar diplomacy was on the 

defensive, in keeping with a broader disgust over inter-

national affairs. At the same time, 

political leaders became frus-

trated with their poor results. 

Dollar diplomacy usually man-

aged to get loans repaid, securing 

bankers’ profits. But the loans 

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
What choices did Ameri-
cans face in the elections 
of 1920 and 1924, and 
what directions did they 
choose?

PLACE EVENTS 
IN CONTEXT 
What were the economic 
goals of U.S. foreign 
policy makers in the 1920s?

To see a longer excerpt of the Progressive Party 
platform, along with other primary sources from 
this period, see Sources for America’s History. 

For the most part, Republicans dropped progres-

sive initiatives of the prewar years. The Federal Trade 

Commission failed to enforce antitrust laws. The 

Supreme Court, now headed by former Republican 

president William Howard Taft, refused to break up 

the mammoth U.S. Steel Corporation, despite evidence 

of its near-monopoly status. With the agricultural sec-

tor facing hardship, Congress sought to aid farmers 

with the McNary-Haugen bills of 1927 and 1928, which 

proposed a system of federal price supports for major 

crops. But President Coolidge opposed the bills as 

“special-interest legislation” and vetoed them both. 

While some state and municipal leaders continued to 

pursue ambitious agendas, they were shut out of fed-

eral power.

Dollar Diplomacy
Political campaigns emphasized domestic issues in the 

1920s, but while the United States refused to join the 

League of Nations, the federal government remained 

deeply engaged in foreign affairs. Republican presidents 

worked to advance U.S. business interests, especially by 

encouraging private banks to make foreign loans — part 

of the broader government-business alliance in Repub-

licans’ associated state. Policymakers hoped loans would 

stimulate growth and increase demand for U.S. prod-

ucts in developing markets. Bankers, though, wanted 
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often ended up in the pockets of local elites; U.S. poli-

cies failed to build broad-based prosperity overseas. 

Military intervention had even worse results. In Haiti, 

for example, the marines crushed peasant protests and 

helped the Haitian elite consolidate power. U.S. occupa-

tion thus helped create the conditions for harsh dicta-

torships that Hait ians endured through the rest of the 

twentieth century.

Culture Wars
By 1929, ninety-three U.S. cities had populations of 

more than 100,000. New York City’s population exceeded 

7 million; Los Angeles’s had exploded to 1.2 million. 

The lives and beliefs of urban Americans often differed 

dramatically from those in small towns and farming 

areas. Native-born rural Protestants, faced with a dire 

perceived threat, rallied in the 1920s to protect what 

they saw as American values.

Prohibition Rural and native-born Protestants 

started the decade with the achievement of a longtime 

goal: national prohibition of liquor (Chapter 18). 

Wartime anti-German prejudice was a major spur. 

Since breweries like Pabst and Anheuser-Busch were 

owned by German Americans, many citizens decided 

it was unpatriotic to drink beer. Mobilizing the econ-

omy for war, Congress also limited brewers’ and 

distillers’ use of barley and other scarce grains, causing 

consumption to decline. The decades-long prohibition 

campaign culminated with Congress’s passage of the 

Eighteenth Amendment in 1917. Ratified over the next 

two years by nearly every state and taking effect in 

January 1920, the amendment prohibited “manufac-

ture, sale, or transportation of intoxicating liquors” 

anywhere in the United States. 

Defenders hailed prohibition as a victory for health, 

morals, and Christian values. In urban areas, though, 

thousands flagrantly ignored the law. Patrons flocked 

to urban speakeasies, or illegal drinking sites, which 

flourished in almost every Chicago neighborhood; one 

raid on a South Side speakeasy yielded 200,000 gallons 

of alcohol. Profits from the secret clubs enriched noto-

rious gangsters such as Chicago’s Al Capone and New 

York’s Jack Diamond. 

In California, Arizona, and Texas, tens of thou-

sands of Americans streamed “south of the border.” 

Mexico regulated liquor but kept it legal (along with 

gambling, drugs, and prostitution), leading to the rise 

of booming vice towns such as Tijuana and Mexicali, 

places that had been virtually uninhabited before 1900. 

U.S. nightclub owners in these cities included such 

prominent figures as African American boxer Jack 

Johnson. By 1928, the American investors who built a 

$10 million resort, racetrack, and casino in Tijuana 

became known as border barons. Prohibitionists were 

Wine in the Gutters, 
Brooklyn

This photograph captures 
America’s cultural conflicts over 
prohibition. When the law went 
into effect, federal agents seized 
and destroyed supplies of alcohol, 
often dumping it in the streets. 
Here, working-class children in 
Brooklyn race to scoop it up in 
buckets before it drains away. 
In tenement neighborhoods, 
children eager to earn a nickel 
often toted buckets of beer, wine, 
and homemade liquor for their 
parents or neighbors. How might 
a rural temperance advocate have 
responded to this photograph? 
How about a working-class man 
in Chicago, Atlanta, Seattle, or 
New York? Picture Research 
Consultants & Archives.
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outraged by Americans’ circumventions of the law. 

Religious leaders on both sides of the border denounced 

illegal drinking — but profits were staggering. The dif-

ficulties of enforcing prohibition contributed to its 

repeal in 1933 (Chapter 23). 

Evolution in the Schools At the state and local 

levels, controversy erupted as fundamentalist Protestants 

sought to mandate school curricula based on the bibli-

cal account of creation. In 1925, Tennessee’s legislature 

outlawed the teaching of “any theory that denies the 

story of the Divine creation of man as taught in the 

Bible, [and teaches] instead that man has descended 

from a lower order of animals.” The American Civil 
Liberties Union (ACLU), formed during the Red Scare 

to protect free speech rights, challenged the law’s con-

stitutionality. The ACLU intervened in the trial of 

John T. Scopes, a high school biology teacher who 

taught the theory of evolution to his class and faced a 

jail sentence for doing so. The case attracted national 

attention because Clarence Darrow, a famous criminal 

lawyer, defended Scopes, while William Jennings Bryan, 

the three-time Democratic presidential candidate, spoke 

for the prosecution.

Journalists dubbed the Scopes trial “the monkey 

trial.” This label referred both to Darwin’s argument 

that human beings and other primates share a com-

mon ancestor and to the circus atmosphere at the trial, 

which was broadcast live over a Chicago radio station. 

(Proving that urbanites had their own prejudices, acer-

bic critic H. L. Mencken dismissed antievolutionists as 

“gaping primates of the upland valleys,” implying that 

they had not evolved.) The jury took only eight min-

utes to deliver its verdict: guilty. Though the Tennessee 

Supreme Court later overturned Scopes’s conviction, 

the law remained on the books for more than thirty 

years.

Nativism Some native-born Protestants pointed to 

immigration as the primary cause of what they saw as 

America’s moral decline. A nation of 105 million 

people had added more than 23 million immigrants 

over the previous four decades; the newcomers 

included many Catholics and Jews from Southern and 

Eastern Europe, whom one Maryland congressman 

referred to as “indigestible lumps” in the “national 

stomach.” Such attitudes recalled hostility toward Irish 

and Germans in the 1840s and 1850s. In this case, they 

fueled a momentous shift in immigration policy. 

“Amer ica must be kept American,” President Coolidge 

declared in 1924. Congress had banned Chinese 

immigration in 1882, and Theodore Roosevelt had 

negotiated a so-called gentleman’s 

agreement that limited Japanese 

immigration in 1907. Now nativ-

ists charged that there were also 

too many Euro pean arrivals, some 

of whom undermined Protes-

tantism and imported anarchism, 

socialism, and other radical doc-

trines. Respond ing to this pressure, Congress passed 

emergency immigration restrictions in 1921 and a per-

manent measure three years later. The National Origins 
Act (1924) used backdated census data to establish a 

baseline: in the future, annual immigration from each 

country could not exceed 2 percent of that nationality’s 

percentage of the U.S. population as it had stood in 

1890. Since only small numbers of Italians, Greeks, 

Poles, Russians, and other Southern and Eastern 

European immigrants had arrived before 1890, the 

law drastically limited immigration from those places. 

In 1929, Congress imposed even more restrictive 

quotas, setting a cap of 150,000 immigrants per year 

from Europe and continuing to ban most immigrants 

from Asia. 

The new laws, however, permitted unrestricted 

immigration from the Western Hemisphere. As a 

result, Latin Americans arrived in increasing numbers, 

finding jobs in the West that had gone to other immi-

grants before exclusion. More than 1 million Mexicans 

entered the United States between 1900 and 1930, 

including many during World War I. Nativists lobbied 

Congress to cut this flow; so did labor leaders, who 

argued that impoverished migrants lowered wages for 

other American workers. But Congress heeded the 

pleas of employers, especially farmers in Texas and 

California, who wanted cheap labor. Only the Great 

Depression cut off migration from Mexico.

Other anti-immigrant measures emerged at the 

state level. In 1913, by an overwhelming majority, 

California’s legislature had passed a law declaring that 

“aliens ineligible to citizenship” could not own “real 

property.” The aim was to discourage Asians, especially 

Japanese immigrants, from owning land, though some 

had lived in the state for decades and built up prosper-

ous farms. In the wake of World War I, California tight-

ened these laws, making it increasingly difficult for 

Asian families to establish themselves. California, 

Washington, and Hawaii also severely restricted any 

school that taught Japanese language, history, or cul-

ture. Denied both citizenship and land rights, Japanese 

Americans would be in a vulnerable position at the 

outbreak of World War II, when anti-Japanese hysteria 

swept the United States.

TRACE CHANGE 
OVER TIME
How did debates over 
alcohol use, the teaching 
of evolution, immigration, 
anti-Semitism, and racism 
evolve in the 1920s?
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The National Klan The 1920s brought a nation-

wide resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), the white 

supremacist group formed in the post–Civil War 

South. Soon after the premiere of Birth of a Nation 

(1915), a popular film glorifying the Reconstruction-

era Klan, a group of southerners gathered on Georgia’s 

Stone Mountain to revive the group. With its blunt 

motto, “Native, white, Protestant supremacy,” the Klan 

recruited supporters across the country (Thinking Like 

a Historian, p. 716). KKK members did not limit their 

harassment to blacks but targeted immigrants, 

Catholics, and Jews as well, with physical intimidation, 

arson, and economic boycotts. 

At the height of its power, the Klan wielded serious 

political clout and counted more than three million 

members, including many women. The Klan’s main-

stream appeal was illustrated by President Woodrow 

Wilson’s public praise for Birth of a Nation. Though the 

Klan declined nationally after 1925, robbed of a potent 

issue by passage of the anti-immigration bill, it 

remained strong in the South, and pockets of KKK 

activity persisted in all parts of the country (Map 22.1). 

Klan activism lent a menacing cast to political issues. 

Some local Klansmen, for example, cooperated with 

members of the Anti-Saloon League to enforce prohi-

bition laws through threats and violent attacks. 

The rise of the Klan was part of an ugly trend that 

began before World War I and extended into the 1930s. 

In 1915, for example, rising anti-Semitism was marked 

by the lynching of Leo Frank, a Jewish factory supervi-

sor in Marietta, Georgia, who was wrongly accused of 

the rape and murder of a thirteen-year-old girl. The 

rise of the national Klan helped prepare the way for 

white supremacist movements of the 1930s, such as the 

Los Angeles–based Silver Legion, a fringe paramilitary 

group aligned with Hitler’s Nazis. Far more influential 

were major figures such as industrialist Henry Ford, 

whose Dearborn Independent railed against immigrants 

and warned that members of “the proud Gentile race” 

must arm themselves against a Jewish conspiracy aimed 

at world domination. Challenged by critics, Ford issued 

an apology in 1927 and admitted that his allegations 

had been based on “gross forgeries.” But with his paper’s 

editorials widely circulated by the Klan and other 

groups, considerable long-term damage had been done.

The Election of 1928 Conflicts over race, reli-

gion, and ethnicity created the climate for a stormy 

The U.S. Border Patrol, Laredo, Texas, 1926 

In 1926, San Antonio photographer Eugene O. Goldbeck took this photograph of U.S. Border Patrol offi-
cers in Laredo. Since 1917, Mexicans, like other immigrants, had been subject to a head tax and literacy test. 
The U.S. government had not enforced these provisions, however, because of pressure from southwestern 
employers eager for cheap Mexican labor. Following passage of the National Origins Act in 1924, the United 
States established the Border Patrol. Its increasing efforts to police the border slowed the casual movement 
of Mexican workers in and out of the United States. Why do you think the Border Patrol posed in this way 
for Goldbeck’s picture? Notice that some of the officers depicted here were dressed as civilians. What might 
this signify? Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin.
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Although Smith insisted that his Catholic beliefs would 

not affect his duties as president, many Protestants 

opposed him. “No Governor can kiss the papal ring 

and get within gunshot of the White House,” vowed 

one Methodist bishop.

Smith proved no match for the Republican nomi-

nee, Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover, who 

embodied the technological promise of the modern 

age. Women who had mobilized for Hoover’s conser-

vation campaigns during World War I enlisted as 

Hoover Hostesses, inviting friends to their homes to 

hear the candidate’s radio speeches. Riding on eight 

years of Republican prosperity, Hoover promised that 

individualism and voluntary cooperation would ban-

ish poverty. He won overwhelmingly, with 444 elec-

toral votes to Smith’s 87 (Map 22.2). Because many 

presidential election in 1928. Democrats had tradi-

tionally drawn strength from white voters in the South 

and immigrants in the North: groups that divided over 

prohibition, immigration restriction, and the Klan. By 

1928, the northern urban wing gained firm control. 

Democrats nominated Governor Al Smith of New 

York, the first presidential candidate to reflect the aspi-

rations of the urban working class. A grandson of Irish 

peasants, Smith had risen through New York City’s 

Democratic machine to become a dynamic reformer. 

But he offended many small-town and rural Americans 

with his heavy New York accent and brown derby hat, 

which highlighted his ethnic working-class origins. 

Middle-class reformers questioned his ties to Tammany 

Hall; temperance advocates opposed him as a “wet.” 

But the governor’s greatest handicap was his religion. 

Governor elected with Klan support

U.S. senator elected with Klan support

Major areas of Klan violence
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MAP 22.1
Ku Klux Klan Politics and Violence in the 1920s

Unlike the Reconstruction-era Klan, the Klan of the 1920s was geographically dispersed and had 
substantial strength in the West and Midwest as well as in the South. Although the Klan is often 
thought of as a rural movement, some of the strongest “klaverns” were in Chicago, Los Angeles, 
Atlanta, Detroit, and other large cities. The organization’s members operated as vigilantes in areas 
where they were strong; elsewhere, their aggressive tactics triggered riots between Klansmen and 
their ethnic and religious targets.
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1. Klan wedding in Washington, D.C., 1925.

Who Joined the 

Ku Klux Klan?

T H I N K I N G  L I K E 
A  H I S T O R I A N

Asked why a person would join the Klan, you might cite racism and religious 
bigotry. But the story is complicated: many whites with strong prejudices did not 
join the Klan in the 1920s, while others did. Why? 

propaganda. . . . The idea of drink will be maintained by 

means of the Jewish stage, Jewish jazz, and the Jewish 

comics, until somebody comes down hard upon it. 

4. Report on a Klan gathering in Birmingham, 
Alabama, 1923. 

Edgewood Park was crowded by noon. Klansmen and 

their wives and families enjoyed a great barbecue, went 

swimming, dancing, and picknicking. There were air-

plane stunts during the day with band concerts thrown 

in for good measure. At night there was a wonderful 

display of fireworks following the initiation and the 

address of the Imperial Wizard. 

5. Klansmen in Buffalo, New York, 1924. Data based 
on historical research into a Klan membership list 
of almost 2,000 men in the Buffalo area. Source: Getty Images

2. Poem read at a meeting of KKK Grand Dragons, 
North Carolina, 1923.

God Give Us Men! The Invisible Empire demands 

strong

Minds, great hearts, true faith and ready hands . . .

Men who possess opinions and a will;

Men who have honor; men who will not lie;

Men who can stand before a demagogue and damn 

his treacherous flattering without winking! . . .

Men of dependable character; men of sterling worth;

Then wrongs will be redressed, and right will rule the 

earth. 

3. “95% of Bootleggers Jews,” editorial, Dearborn 
Independent, Michigan, 1922. 

Violation and evasion of the Prohibition laws has had a 

deep Jewish complexion from the very beginning. . . .  

This does not mean, of course, that every bootlegger is a 

Jew. Unless you live in Chicago, New York or other large 

cities, an actual meeting with the Jew in this minor capac-

ity will not be frequent. The Jew is the possessor of the 

wholesale stocks; . . .  But notwithstanding all this care-

fulness, the bulk of the arrests made in the United States 

have been among Jews. . . . The maintenance of the idea 

of drink in the minds of the people is due to Jewish 

TABLE 22.1

Klansmen in Buffalo, New York, 1924

Occupational Group

Percentage 
of KKK 

Members

Percentage of 
Total Native 
White Male 
Workers in 

Buffalo

Professional (predomi-
nantly clergy, doctors, 
engineers, pharmacists)  6.1  4.7

Business (small 
businessmen, managers, 
inspectors, accountants) 18.5 10.4

Low nonmanual (sales-
men, clerks, foremen) 27.7 22.6

Skilled (machinists, electri-
cians, railroad engineers, 
construction trades) 30.6 25.3

Semiskilled and service 
(factory and rail workers, 
deliverymen, policemen, 
repairmen) 16.4 30.2

Unskilled (laborers, 
gardeners)  0.5 14.5
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 Recognition of the fact . . . that Romanism is working 

here to undermine Americanism. . . . Since Roman Cath-

olics give first allegiance to an alien political potentate, 

the pope . . . their claim to citizenship, to the ballot, and 

to public office in this Protestant country is illegitimate, 

and must be forbidden by law. . . .

 A law to destroy the alien influence of the foreign lan-

guage press [by] requiring that the English language be 

used exclusively.

 . . . Recognition of the tendency toward moral disintegra-

tion, resulting from the activities . . . of the anti-Christian 

Jews, in our theaters, our motion pictures, and in American 

business circles; the discontinuance of these anti-Christian 

activities, and the exclusion of Jews of this character from 

America.

 The return of the Negroes to their homeland of Africa, 

under the protection and with the help of the United 

States Government.

 Strict adherence to the Constitution of the United States, 

including the Prohibition Amendment, by every citizen.

Sources: (2) Kelly J. Baker, Gospel According to the Klan (Lawrence: University Press of 

Kansas, 2011), 119; (3) Dearborn Independent editorial reprinted in Aspects of Jewish 

Power in the United States (Dearborn, MI: Dearborn Publishing, 1922), 34–40; (4) Rory 

McVeigh, The Rise of the Ku Klux Klan (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 

2009), 150; (5) Shawn Lay, Hooded Knights on the Niagara (New York: New York 

University Press, 1995), chapter 4 (esp. 87); (6) Kathleen M. Blee, Women in the Klan 

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1991), 78–79, 149–151; 

(7) McVeigh, 64–65; (8) American Standard, April 15, 1925, 172.

ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE
1. Based on the documents above, identify factors that 

made the KKK appealing to some Americans in the 
1920s.

2. Which groups in source 5 were over- and underrepre-
sented in the Klan? The same historian found that at 
least 34 percent of local Klan members were German 
American. Review the Thinking Like a Historian feature 
in Chapter 21, page 692. Why might Germans have been 
especially likely to join the Klan in this period?

3. What are the advantages and limitations of source 6? 

4. Imagine that Republican president Calvin Coolidge had 
set up a federal agency to discourage KKK activity (an 
action he did NOT take). He put you in charge of the 
effort and gave you a generous budget. How would 
you have spent the funds? Explain why you believe your 
strategy might have been effective.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
Using your knowledge of Chapter 22, and drawing on 
evidence from the documents above, write a brief essay 
explaining how the rise of the KKK in the 1920s reflected 
larger patterns in American society and politics.

6. Interviews conducted in the 1980s with Indiana 
Klanswomen about Klan life in the 1920s. Seeking 
truthful accounts, the interviewer allowed the 
women to remain anonymous.

Anonymous

For [the Klan] to say, we want to get rid of the niggers, 

we want to get rid of the Catholics, it didn’t mean a thing 

to us. . . . I can remember quite well the stories that you 

hear sitting on the porch. . . .  They’d talk about religion, 

and they’d talk about Catholics. . . . The Catholics were 

considered horrible people. . . . 

Anonymous

Kelly had a grocery store. Well, it hurt their business ter-

ribly because people wouldn’t go in there, because the Klan 

would tell you not to. . . . If you had a empty house . . . , 

why you were told not to rent it to a Catholic. 

Some Klan leader said that the Pope was coming to 

take over the country, and he said he might be on the next 

train that went through North Manchester. You know, just 

trying to make it specific. So, about a thousand people went 

out to the train station and stopped the train. It only had . . . 

one passenger on it. They took him off, and he finally con-

vinced them that he wasn’t the Pope. He was a carpet 

salesman. And so they put him on the next train and 

he went on to Chicago.

7. Editorial by National Imperial Wizard Hiram 
Wesley Evans in the KKK periodical Dawn: A Jour-
nal for True American Patriots, November 10, 1923. 

Humanity has become a commodity. For mercenary 

motives, our importers of it want the most inferior grade. 

Industry desires cheap labor. Therefore, we have had this 

recent flood of 5 and 10-cent citizenship. Take any map 

which shows the concentration of the South and Eastern 

European type of immigrant and you will see [that] 

wherever manufacturing and mining and lumbering 

predominate, there the hordes of unskilled labor have 

overwhelmingly been assembled. . . . 

The present and recent flood of inferior foreigners has 

vastly increased our illiteracy, vitally lowered the health 

level and visibly menaced America by inheritable mental 

and moral deficiencies. . . . [Farms are] the only legiti-

mate and justifiable excuse for cheap labor, yet that class 

is moving irresistibly cityward to swell the slums and 

multiply immorality. For example, throughout the south 

the colored race . . . is migrating to the North — not to 

its rural districts, but to its industrial centers. 

8. “Program for America,” in the KKK newspaper 
American Standard, April 15, 1925.

 Laws to require the reading of the Holy Bible in every 

American public school.
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southern Protestants refused to vote for a Catholic, 

Hoover carried five ex-Confederate states, breaking the 

Democratic “Solid South” for the first time since 

Reconstruction. Smith, though, carried industrialized 

Massachusetts and Rhode Island as well as the nation’s 

twelve largest cities, suggesting that urban voters were 

moving into the Democrats’ camp. 

Intellectual Modernism
The horrors of World War I prompted many intellectu-

als to question long-standing assumptions about civili-

zation, progress, and the alleged superiority of Western 

cultures over so-called primitive ways of life. In the 

United States, these questions contributed to struggles 

between modernity and tradition, reflected not only in 

politics but also in art and literature. Some of these 

intellectual movements had their roots in the devasta-

tion of Europe; others — such as the Harlem Renais-

sance — emerged from social upheavals the Great War 

had wrought at home.

Harlem in Vogue
The Great Migration tripled New York’s black popula-

tion in the decade after 1910. Harlem stood as “the 

symbol of liberty and the Promised Land to Negroes 

everywhere,” as one minister put it. Talented African 

Americans flocked to the district, where they created 

bold new art forms and asserted ties to Africa. 

Black Writers and Artists Poet Langston Hughes 

captured the upbeat spirit of the Harlem Renaissance 
when he asserted, “I am a Negro — and beautiful.” 

Other writers and artists also championed race pride. 

Claude McKay and Jean Toomer represented in fiction 

what philosopher Alain Locke called, in an influential 

1925 book, The New Negro. Painter Jacob Lawrence, 

who had grown up in crowded tenement districts of 

the urban North, used bold shapes and vivid colors to 

portray the daily life, aspirations, and suppressed anger 

of African Americans. 

No one embodied the energy and optimism of the 

Harlem Renaissance more than Zora Neale Hurston. 

Born in the prosperous black community of Eatonville, 

Florida, Hurston had been surrounded as a child by 

examples of achievement, though she struggled later 

with poverty and isolation. In contrast to some other 

black thinkers, Hurston believed African American 

culture could be understood without heavy emphasis 

on the impact of white oppression. After enrolling at 

Barnard College and studying with anthropologist 

Franz Boas, Hurston traveled through the South and 

the Caribbean for a decade, documenting folklore, 

songs, and religious beliefs. She incorporated this 

material into her short stories and novels, celebrating 

the humor and spiritual strength of ordinary black 

men and women. Like other work of the Harlem 

Renaissance, Hurston’s stories and novels sought to 

articulate what it meant, as black intellectual W. E. B. 

Du Bois wrote, “to be both a Negro and an American.”

Jazz To millions of Americans, the most famous 

product of the Harlem Renaissance was jazz. Though 

the origins of the word are unclear, many historians 

believe it was a slang term for sex — an etymology that 

makes sense, given the music’s early association with 

urban vice districts. As a musical form, jazz coalesced 

in New Orleans and other parts of the South before 

World War I. Borrowing from blues, ragtime, and other 

popular forms, jazz musicians developed an ensemble 

style in which performers, keeping a rapid ragtime 

beat, improvised around a basic melodic line. The 

majority of early jazz musicians were black, but white 

Candidate
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MAP 22.2
The Presidential Election of 1928

Historians still debate the extent to which 1928 was a 
critical election — an election that produced a signi ficant 
realignment in voting behavior. Although Republi can 
Herbert Hoover swept the popular and the electoral 
votes, Democrat Alfred E. Smith won majorities not only 
in the South, his party’s traditional stronghold, but also 
in Rhode Island, Massachusetts, and (although it is not 
evident on this map) all of the large cities of the North 
and Midwest. In subsequent elections, the Democrats 
won even more votes among African Americans and 
European ethnic groups and, until 1980, were the 
nation’s dominant political party.
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performers, some of whom had more formal training, 

injected elements of European concert music. 

In the 1920s, as jazz spread nationwide, musicians 

developed its signature mode, the improvised solo. The 

key figure in this development was trumpeter Louis 

Armstrong. A native of New Orleans, Armstrong 

learned his craft playing in the saloons and brothels of 

the city’s vice district. Like tens of thousands of other 

African Americans he moved north, settling in Chicago 

in 1922. Armstrong showed an inexhaustible capacity 

for melodic invention, and his dazzling solos inspired 

other musicians. By the late 1920s, soloists became the 

celebrities of jazz, thrilling audiences with their impro-

visational skill.

As jazz spread, it followed the routes of the Great 

Migration from the South to northern and midwestern 

cities, where it met consumers primed to receive it. 

Most cities had plentiful dance halls where jazz could 

be featured. Radio also helped popularize jazz, with the 

emerging record industry marketing the latest tunes. 

As white listeners flocked to ballrooms and clubs to 

hear Duke Ellington and other stars, Harlem became 

the hub of this commercially lucrative jazz. Those who 

hailed “primitive” black music rarely suspended their 

racial condescension: visiting a mixed-race club became 

known as “slumming.”

The recording industry soon developed race 

records specifically aimed at urban working-class 

blacks. The breakthrough came in 1920, when Otto 

K. E. Heinemann, a producer who sold immigrant 

records in Yid dish, Swedish, and other languages, 

recorded singer Mamie Smith performing “Crazy 

Blues.” This smash hit prompted big recording labels 

like Columbia and Paramount to copy Heinemann’s 

approach. Yet, while its marketing reflected the segre-

gation of American society, jazz brought black music to 

the center stage of American culture. It became the 

era’s signature music, so much so that novelist F. Scott 

Fitzgerald dubbed the 1920s the “Jazz Age.” 

Marcus Garvey and the UNIA Harlem’s creative 

energy generated broad political aspirations. The 

Harlem-based Universal Negro Improvement Associa-
tion (UNIA), led by charismatic Jamaican-born Marcus 

Garvey, arose in the 1920s to mobilize African Ameri-

can workers and champion black separatism. Garvey 

urged followers to move to Africa, arguing that people 

of African descent would never be treated justly in 

white-run countries. 

The UNIA soon claimed four 

million followers, including many 

recent migrants to northern cit-

ies. It published a newspaper, 

Negro World, and solicited funds 

for the Black Star steamship com-

pany, which Garvey created as an 

enterprise that would foster trade 

with the West Indies and carry 

Archibald Motley, Blues, 1929 

Painter Archibald Motley (1891–1981) was born 
in New Orleans but arrived in Chicago as a small 
child, when his family — like thousands of other 
African Americans — moved north in search of 
opportunity. Motley was able to study at the Art 
Institute of Chicago and by the 1920s also showed 
his work in New York City. Many of his paintings 
depicted life in the predominantly African Ameri-
can neighborhood on Chicago’s South Side that 
was widely known as the Black Belt. This piece, 
Blues, was painted when Motley was living in 
Paris. It shows the powerful impact jazz had on 
European listeners. Art Institute of Chicago.

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
How did the Great Migra-
tion lead to flourishing 
African American culture, 
politics, and intellectual 
life, and what form did 
these activities take?
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that had sought representation at the Versailles treaty 

table, protests against U.S. occupation of Haiti, and 

modernist experiments in literature and the arts. One 

African American historian wrote in 1927, “The gran-

diose schemes of Marcus Garvey gave to the race a 

consciousness such as it had never possessed before. 

The dream of a united Africa, not less than a trip to 

France, challenged the imagination.”

Critiquing American Life
Paralleling the defiant creativity of Harlem, other art-

ists and intellectuals of the 1920s raised voices of dis-

sent. Some had endured firsthand the shock of World 

War I, an experience so searing that American writer 

Gertrude Stein dubbed those who survived it the Lost 
Generation. Novelist John Dos Passos railed at the 

obscenity of “Mr. Wilson’s war” in The Three Soldiers 

(1921). Ernest Hemingway’s novel A Farewell to Arms 

(1929) portrayed war’s futility and dehumanizing 

consequences. 

American blacks to Africa. But the UNIA declined as 

quickly as it had risen. In 1925, Garvey was imprisoned 

for mail fraud because of his solicitations for the Black 

Star Line. President Coolidge commuted his sentence 

but ordered his deportation to Jamaica. Without 

Garvey’s leadership, the movement collapsed.

However, the UNIA left a legacy of activism, espe-

cially among the working class. Garvey and his fol-

lowers represented an emerging pan-Africanism. They 

argued that people of African 

descent, in all parts of the world, 

had a common destiny and should 

cooperate in political action. Sev-

eral developments contributed to 

this ideal: black men’s military 

service in Europe during World 

War I, the Pan-African Congress 

Augusta Fells Savage, African American Sculptor

Born in Florida in 1892, Augusta Fells Savage arrived in 
New York in 1921 to study and remained to take part in 
the Harlem Renaissance. Widowed at a young age and 
struggling to support her parents and young daughter, 
Savage faced both racism and poverty. Much of her work 
has been lost because she sculpted in clay and could not 
afford to cast in bronze. Savage began to speak out for 
racial justice after she was denied, on the basis of her race, 
a fellowship to study in Paris. In 1923, she married a close 
associate of UNIA leader Marcus Garvey. Augusta Savage with 
her sculpture Realization, c. 1938/Andrew Herman, photographer. 
Federal Art Project, Photographic Division collection, Archives of 
American Art/Smithsonian Institution.

UNIA Parade in Harlem, Early 1920s 

This photo, taken at 138th Street in Harlem, shows the 
collective pride fostered by Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro 
Improvement Association. What types of people do you see 
in the crowd? How are they dressed? Note the slogan carried 
by a rider in the automobile: “The New Negro Has No Fear.” 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New York Public 
Library.

UNDERSTAND 
POINTS OF VIEW 
What criticisms of main-
stream culture did 
modernist American 
writers offer in the  
1920s?
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1919 alone. Then came a two-year recession that raised 

unemployment to 10 percent. Finally, the economy 

began to grow smoothly, and more Americans began 

to benefit. Between 1922 and 1929, national per capita 

income rose an impressive 24 percent.

Large-scale corporations continued to replace 

small business in many sectors of the economy. By 

1929, through successive waves of consolidation, the 

two hundred largest businesses had come to control 

almost half of the country’s nonbanking corporate 

wealth. The greatest number of mergers occurred in 

rising industries such as chemicals (with DuPont in the 

lead) and electrical appliances (General Electric). At 

the same time, mergers between Wall Street banks 

enhanced New York City’s position as the financial 

center of the nation and increasingly the world. Aided 

by Washington’s dollar diplomats, U.S. companies exer-

cised growing global power. Seeking cheaper livestock, 

giant American meat-packers opened plants in Argen-

tina; the United Fruit Company developed plantations 

in Costa Rica, Honduras, and Guatemala; General 

Electric set up production facilities in Latin America, 

Asia, and Australia. 

Despite the boom, the U.S. economy had areas of 

significant weakness throughout the 1920s. Agriculture, 

which still employed one-fourth of all American work-

ers, never fully recovered from the postwar recession. 

Once Europe’s economy revived, its farmers flooded 

world markets with grain and other farm products, 

causing agricultural prices to fall. Other industries, 

including coal and textiles, languished for similar rea-

sons. As a consequence, many rural Americans shared 

little of the decade’s prosperity. The bottom 40 percent 

of American families earned an average annual income 

of only $725 (about $9,100 today). Many, especially 

rural tenants and sharecroppers, languished in poverty 

and malnutrition.

Consumer Culture
In middle-class homes, Americans of the 1920s sat 

down to a breakfast of Kellogg’s corn flakes before get-

ting into Ford Model Ts to work or shop at Safeway. 

On weekends, they might head to the local theater to 

see the newest Charlie Chaplin film. By 1929, electric 

refrigerators and vacuum cleaners came into use in 

affluent homes; 40 percent of American households 

owned a radio. The advertising industry reached new 

levels of ambition and sophistication, entering what 

one historian calls the era of the “aggressive hard sell.” 

The 1920s gave birth, for example, to fashion modeling 

and style consulting. “Sell them their dreams,” one 

radio announcer urged advertisers in 1923. “People 

Other writers also explored the dark side of the 

human psyche. In such dramas as Desire Under the 

Elms (1924), playwright Eugene O’Neill depicted char-

acters driven by raw, ungovernable sexual impulses. 

O’Neill first made his mark with The Emperor Jones 

(1920), a popular Broadway drama about a black dicta-

tor driven from power by his people. Appealing to 

Americans’ fascination with Haiti, the play offered an 

ambiguous message: its black protagonist was played 

not by the customary white actors made up in black-

face, but by African Americans who won acclaim for 

their performances. W. E. B. Du Bois called it “a splen-

did tragedy.” But others were dissatisfied with the play’s 

primitivism; one actor who played Emperor Jones 

altered the script to omit offensive racial epithets. The 

white crowds who made The Emperor Jones a hit, like 

those who flocked to Harlem’s jazz clubs, indulged a 

problematic fascination with “primitive” sexuality.

In a decade of conflict between traditional and 

modern worldviews, many writers exposed what they 

saw as the hypocrisy of small-town and rural life 

(American Voices, p. 722.) The most savage critic of 

conformity was Sinclair Lewis, whose novel Babbitt 

(1922) depicted the disillusionment of an ordinary 

small-town salesman. Babbitt was widely denounced 

as un-American; Elmer Gantry (1927), a satire about a 

greedy evangelical minister on the make, provoked 

even greater outrage. But critics found Lewis’s work 

superb, and in 1930 he became the first American to 

win the Nobel Prize for literature. Even more famous 

was F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925), which 

offered a scathing indictment of Americans’ mindless 

pursuit of pleasure and material wealth. 

From Boom to Bust
Spurred by rapid expansion during the war, American 

business thrived in the 1920s. Corporations expanded 

more and more into overseas markets, while at home a 

national consumer culture emphasized leisure and fun. 

But some sectors of the economy, notably agriculture, 

never recovered from a sharp recession in the wake 

of World War I. Meanwhile, close observers worried 

over the rapid economic growth and easy credit that 

fueled the Roaring Twenties. Their fears proved well 

founded: the “Roar” ended in the Great Depression.

The Postwar Economy
Immediately after World War I, the United States expe-

rienced a series of economic shocks. They began with 

rampant inflation, as prices jumped by one-third in 
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Sinclair Lewis

Main Street

In his novel Main Street (1920), Sinclair Lewis portrayed 
the fictional midwestern town of Gopher Prairie. In the 
excerpts below, Lewis’s narrator describes the reactions of 
young, urban Carol Kennicott, wife of the town’s new doc-
tor, and Bea Sorenson, a Swedish American farm girl.

When Carol had walked for thirty-two minutes she had 

completely covered the town, east and west, north and 

south; and she stood at the corner of Main Street and 

Washington Avenue and despaired.

Main Street with its two-story brick shops, its story-

and-a-half wooden residences, its muddy expanse from 

concrete walk to walk, its huddle of Fords and lumber-

wagons, was too small to absorb her. The broad, straight, 

unenticing gashes of the streets let in the grasping prairie 

on every side. She realized the vastness and the emptiness 

of the land. The skeleton iron windmill on the farm a few 

blocks away, at the north end of Main Street, was like the 

ribs of a dead cow. She thought of the coming of the 

Northern winter, when the unprotected houses would 

crouch together in terror of storms galloping out of that 

wild waste. They were so small and weak, the little brown 

houses. They were shelters for sparrows. . . .

She wanted to run, fleeing from the encroaching 

prairie, demanding the security of a great city. Her 

dreams of creating a beautiful town were ludicrous. 

Oozing out from every drab wall, she felt a forbidding 

spirit which she could never conquer.

She trailed down the street on one side, back on the 

other, glancing into the cross streets. It was a private 

Seeing Main Street tour. She was within ten minutes 

beholding not only the heart of a place called Gopher 

Prairie, but ten thousand towns from Albany to San 

Diego.

Dyer’s Drug Store, a corner building of regular and 

unreal blocks of artificial stone. Inside the store, a greasy 

marble soda-fountain with an electric lamp of red and 

green and curdled-yellow mosaic shade. Pawed-over 

Urban Writers Describe 

Small-Town America

A M E R I C A N 
V O I C E S

heaps of toothbrushes and combs and packages of 

shaving-soap. Shelves of soap-cartons, teething-rings, 

garden-seeds, and patent medicines in yellow pack-

ages — nostrums for consumption, for “women’s 

diseases” — notorious mixtures of opium and alcohol, 

in the very shop to which her husband sent patients 

for the filling of prescriptions.

The train which brought Carol to Gopher Prairie also 

brought Miss Bea Sorenson.

Miss Bea was a stalwart, corn-colored, laughing young 

woman, and she was bored by farm-work. She desired the 

excitements of city-life, and the way to enjoy city-life was, 

she had decided, to “go get a yob as a hired girl in Gopher 

Prairie.” . . .

Bea had never before been in a town larger than 

Scandia Crossing, which has sixty-seven inhabitants.

As she marched up the street she was meditating that 

it didn’t hardly seem like it was possible there could be 

so many folks all in one place at the same time. My! It 

would take years to get acquainted with them all. And 

swell people, too! A fine big gentleman in a new pink 

shirt with a diamond, and not no washed-out blue 

denim working-shirt. A lovely lady in a longery dress 

(but it must be an awful hard dress to wash). And the 

stores! . . . A drug store with a soda fountain that was just 

huge, awful long, and all lovely marble . . . and the soda 

spouts, they were silver, and they came right out of the 

bottom of the lamp-stand! Behind the fountain there were 

glass shelves, and bottles of new kinds of soft drinks, that 

nobody ever heard of. Suppose a fella took you there!

Anzia Yezierska

Bread Givers

A child of Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe, Anzia 
Yezierska grew up on the Lower East Side of New York 
City. In her autobiographical novel Bread Givers (1925), 
Yezierska described her arrival in the Ohio town where she 
attended college.

In the early twentieth century, the United States was becoming an urban society. 
By 1920, life outside the metropolis seemed sufficiently remarkable to warrant 
sociological investigation — or at least, city people thought so. Presented here 
are three views of rural and small-town America, all published during the 1920s. 
Though cities had become the wellspring of American intellectual life, urban 
writers juxtaposed their own experiences with those of people they thought of 
as living in “Middletown, U.S.A.”
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Before this, New York was all of America to me. But now 

I came to a town of quiet streets, shaded with green trees. 

No crowds, no tenements. No hurrying noise to beat the 

race of the hours. Only a leisured quietness whispered in 

the air: Peace. . . .

Each house had its own green grass in front, its own 

free space all around, and it faced the street with the calm 

security of being owned for generations, and not rented 

by the month from a landlord. In the early twilight, it was 

like a picture out of fairyland to see people sitting on their 

porches, lazily swinging in their hammocks, or watering 

their own growing flowers.

So these are the real Americans, I thought, thrilled by 

the lean, straight bearing of the passers-by. They had none 

of that terrible fight for bread and rent that I always saw 

in the New York people’s eyes. . . . All the young people I 

had ever seen were shut up in factories. But here were 

young girls and young men enjoying life, free from the 

worry for a living. . . . The spick-and-span cleanliness of 

these people! It smelled from them, the soap and the 

bathing. Their fingernails so white and pink. . . . What a 

feast of happenings each day of college was to those other 

students. Societies, dances, letters from home, packages of 

food, midnight spreads and even birthday parties. I never 

knew that there were people glad enough of life to cel-

ebrate the day they were born.

Source: From Bread Givers by Anzia Yezierska. Copyright © 1970 by Louise Levitas 

Henriksen. Reprinted by permission of Persea Books, Inc., New York. All rights 

reserved.

Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd

Middletown

In 1929, sociologists Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd 
published Middletown, a study of life in a small midwest-
ern city. Middletown was not a single community but a 
composite of several communities studied by the Lynds.

The first real automobile appeared in Middletown in 

1900. . . . At the close of 1923 there were 6,221 passenger 

cars in the city, one for every 6.1 persons, or roughly two 

for every three families. . . . As, at the turn of the century, 

business class people began to feel apologetic if they did 

not have a telephone, so ownership of an automobile has 

now reached the point of being an accepted essential of 

normal living. . . .

According to an officer of a Middletown automobile 

financing company, 75 to 90 percent of the cars purchased 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. What attitudes toward the small town and big city does 

Main Street represent? Why do you think Lewis includes 
views as different as Carol’s and Bea’s?

2. How does the urban experience of Yezierska’s narrator 
shape her reaction to life in an Ohio town? How might 
small-town residents have reacted to her description of 
them as “the real Americans”? How might Lewis have 
responded to Yezierska’s description?

3. How do the two novelists (Lewis and Yezierska) dif-
fer from the sociologists (the Lynds) in the issues they 
emphasize, and in their tone and point of view? What 
features of small-town life does each text emphasize?

locally are bought on time payment, and a working man 

earning $35.00 a week frequently plans to use one week’s 

pay each month as payment for his car. The automobile 

has apparently unsettled the habit of careful saving for 

some families. . . . “I’ll go without food before I’ll see us 

give up the car,” said one woman emphatically. . . .

Many families feel that an automobile is justified as 

an agency holding the family group together. . . . [But] the 

fact that 348 boys and 382 girls in the three upper years of 

the high school placed “use of the automobile” fifth and 

fourth respectively in a list of twelve possible sources of 

disagreement between them and their parents suggests 

that this may be an increasing decentralizing agent. . . .

If the automobile touches the rest of Middletown’s 

living at many points, it has revolutionized its leisure . . . 

making leisure-time enjoyment a regularly expected part 

of every day and week rather than an occasional event. . . . 

The frequency of movie attendance of high school boys 

and girls is about equal, business class families tend to go 

more often than do working class families, and children 

of both groups attend more often without their parents 

than do all the individuals or combinations of family 

members put together. . . . It is probable that time for-

merly spent in lodges, saloons, and unions is now being 

spent in part at the movies, at least occasionally with 

other members of the family. Like the automobile and 

radio, the movies [break] up leisure time into an indi-

vidual, family, or small group affair.

Source: Excerpt from Middletown: A Study in American Culture, by Robert S. Lynd and 

Helen M. Lynd. Copyright © 1929 by Harcourt, Inc. and renewed 1957 by Robert S. and 

Helen M. Lynd. Reprinted by permission of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing 

Company. All rights reserved.
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don’t buy things to have things. . . . They buy hope — 

hope of what your merchandise will do for them.”

In practice, participation in consumer culture was 

as contested as the era’s politics. It was no accident that 

white mobs in the Tulsa race riot plundered radios and 

phonograph players from prosperous African Ameri-

can homes: the message was that whites deserved such 

items and blacks did not. But neither prosperity nor 

poverty was limited by race. Surrounded by exhorta-

tions to indulge in luxuries, millions of working-class 

Americans barely squeaked by, with wives and mothers 

often working to pay for basic necessities. In times of 

crisis, some families sold their furniture, starting with 

pianos and phonographs and continuing, if necessary, 

to dining tables and beds. In the Los Angeles suburb of 

South Gate, white working-class men secured jobs in 

the steel and automobile industries, but prices were 

high and families often found it difficult to make ends 

meet. Self-help was the watchword as families bartered 

with neighbors and used their yards to raise vegetables, 

rabbits, and chickens.

The lure of consumer culture created friction. Wives 

resented husbands who spent all their discretionary 

cash at the ballpark. Generational conflicts emerged, 

especially when wage-earning children challenged the 

expectation that their pay should go “all to mother.” In 

St. Louis, a Czech-born woman was exasperated when 

her son and daughter stopped contributing to rent and 

food and pooled their wages to buy a car. In Los Angeles, 

one fifteen-year-old girl spent her summer earning $2 

a day at a local factory. Planning to enroll in business 

school, she spent $75 on dressy shoes and “a black coat 

with a red fox collar.” Her brother reported that “Mom 

is angry at her for ‘squandering’ so much money.”

American Companies Abroad

United Fruit was one of the many 
American companies that found opportu-
nities for investment in South America in 
the 1920s and that introduced tropical 
foods to the United States. The company 
used elaborate and informative color adver-
tisements to sell its products. Bananas were 
sufficiently exotic that the ads explained to 
consumers how to tell when bananas were 
ripe and how to store them (“Never place 
them in the ice-box”). John W. Hartman 
Center/Duke University Special Collections 
Library.
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Many poor and affluent families shared one thing 

in common: they stretched their incomes, small or 

large, through new forms of borrowing such as auto 

loans and installment plans. “Buy now, pay later,” said 

the ads, and millions did. Anyone, no matter how rich, 

could get into debt, but consumer credit was particu-

larly perilous for those living on the economic mar-

gins. In Chicago, one Lithuanian man described his 

neighbor’s situation: “She ain’t got no money. Sure she 

buys on credit, clothes for the children and everything.” 

Such borrowing turned out to be a factor in the bust 

of 1929.

The Automobile No possession proved more popu-

lar than the automobile, a showpiece of modern con-

sumer capitalism that revolutionized American life. 

Car sales played a major role in the decade’s economic 

boom: in one year, 1929, Americans spent $2.58 billion 

on automobiles. By the end of the decade, they owned 

23 million cars — about 80 percent of the world’s auto-

mobiles — or an average of one for every six people. 

The auto industry’s exuberant expansion rippled 

through the economy, with both positive and negative 

results. It stimulated steel, petroleum, chemical, rub-

ber, and glass production and, directly or indirectly, 

created 3.7 million jobs. Highway construction became 

a billion-dollar-a-year enterprise, 

financed by federal subsidies and 

state gasoline taxes. Car owner-

ship spurred urban sprawl and, in 

1924, the first suburban shopping 

center: Country Club Plaza out-

side Kansas City, Missouri. But 

cars were expensive, and most 

Americans bought them on credit. 

This created risks not only for buyers but for the whole 

economy. Borrowers who could not pay off car loans 

lost their entire investment in the vehicle; if they 

defaulted, banks were left holding unpaid loans. Amid 

the boom of the 1920s, however, few worried about this 

result.

Cars changed the way Americans spent their lei-

sure time, as proud drivers took their machines on the 

road. An infrastructure of gas stations, motels, and 

drive-in restaurants soon catered to drivers. Railroad 

travel faltered. The American Automobile Association, 

founded in 1902, estimated that by 1929 almost a third 

of the population took vacations by car. As early as 

1923, Colorado had 247 autocamps. “I had a few days 

after I got my wheat cut,” reported one Kansas farmer, 

“so I just loaded my family . . . and lit out.” An elite 

Californian complained that automobile travel was no 

PLACE EVENTS 
IN CONTEXT 
How did the radio, auto-
mobile, and Hollywood 
movies exemplify the 
opportunities and the 
risks of 1920s consumer 
culture?

Automobiles at Jacksonville Beach, Florida, 1923

The automobile transformed Americans’ leisure pursuits. As proud car owners took to the road in ever-larger 
numbers, the “vacation” became a summer staple. Auto travel created a booming business in gas stations, 
roadside motels, campgrounds, and sightseeing destinations. A Florida vacation — once reserved for wealthy 
northeasterners who had traveled to Miami’s exclusive hotels by first-class rail car — became an attainable 
luxury for middle-class and even some working-class families. © Curt Teich Postcard Archives, Lake County Museum.
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longer “aristocratic.” “The clerks and their wives and 

sweethearts,” observed a reporter, “driving through the 

Wisconsin lake country, camping at Niagara, scattering 

tin cans and pop bottles over the Rockies, made those 

places taboo for bankers.” 

Hollywood Movies formed a second centerpiece of 

consumer culture. In the 1910s, the moviemaking 

industry had begun moving to southern California to 

take advantage of cheap land, sunshine, and varied 

scenery within easy reach. The large studios — United 

Artists, Paramount, and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer — were 

run mainly by Eastern European Jewish immigrants 

like Adolph Zukor, who arrived from Hungary in the 

1880s. Starting with fur sales, Zukor and a partner then 

set up five-cent theaters in Manhattan. “I spent a good 

deal of time watching the faces of the audience,” Zukor 

recalled. “With a little experience I could see, hear, and 

‘feel’ the reaction to each melodrama and comedy.” 

Founding Paramount Pictures, Zukor signed emerging 

stars and produced successful feature-length films. 

By 1920, Hollywood reigned as the world’s movie 

capital, producing nearly 90 percent of all films. Large, 

ornate movie palaces attracted both middle-class 

and working-class audiences. Idols such as Rudolph 

Valentino, Mary Pickford, and Douglas Fairbanks set 

national trends in style. Thousands of young women 

followed the lead of actress Clara Bow, Hollywood’s 

famous flapper, who flaunted her boyish figure. Decked 

out in knee-length skirts, flappers shocked the older 

generation by smoking and wearing makeup.

Flappers represented only a tiny minority of 

women, but thanks to the movies and advertising, they 

became influential symbols of women’s sexual and 

social emancipation. In cities, young immigrant 

women eagerly bought makeup and the latest flapper 

fashions and went dancing to jazz. Jazz stars helped 

popularize the style among working-class African 

Americans. Mexican American teenagers joined the 

trend, though they usually found themselves under the 

watchful eyes of la dueña, the chaperone. 

Politicians quickly grasped the publicity value of 

American radio and film to foreign relations. In 1919, 

with government support, General Electric spear-

headed the creation of Radio Corporation of America 

(RCA) to expand U.S. presence in foreign radio mar-

kets. RCA — which had a federal appointee on its board 

of directors — emerged as a major provider of radio 

transmission in Latin America and East Asia. Mean-

while, by 1925, American films made up 95 percent of 

the movies screened in Britain, 80 percent in Latin 

America, and 70 percent in France (America Com-

pared, p. 727). The United States was experimenting 

with what historians call soft power — the exercise of 

popular cultural influence — as radio and film exports 

celebrated the American Dream. 

The Coming of the Great Depression
By 1927, strains on the economy began to show. 

Consumer lending had become the tenth-largest busi-

ness in the country, topping $7 billion that year. 

Increasing numbers of Americans bought into the 

stock market, often with unrealistic expectations. One 

Yale professor proclaimed that stocks had reached a 

“permanently high plateau.” Corporate profits were 

so high that some companies, fully invested in their 

own operations, plowed excess earnings into the stock 

Charlie Chaplin and Jackie Coogan

Charlie Chaplin (left) and Jackie Coogan starred together 
in The Kid (1921), a silent comedy that also included 
sentimental and dramatic moments, promising viewers 
“a smile . . . and perhaps a tear.” Chaplin, born in London 
in 1889, moved to the United States in 1912 and over the 
next two decades reigned as one of Hollywood’s most 
famous silent film stars. In 1919, he joined with D. W. 
Griffith, Mary Pickford, and other American directors and 
stars to create the independent studio United Artists. The 
Kid made the Los Angeles–born Coogan — discovered by 
Chaplin on the vaudeville stage — into America’s first child 
star. Library of Congress.
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market. Other market players compounded risk by 

purchasing on margin. An investor might, for example, 

spend $20 of his own money and borrow $80 to buy a 

$100 share of stock, expecting to pay back the loan as 

the stock rose quickly in value. This worked as long as 

the economy grew and the stock market climbed. But 

those conditions did not last.

Yet when the stock market fell, in a series of plunges 

between October 25 and November 13, 1929, few 

onlookers understood the magnitude of the crisis. 

Cyclical downturns had been a familiar part of the 

industrializing economy since the panic of the 1830s; 

they tended to follow periods of rapid growth and 

speculation. A sharp recent recession, in 1921, had not 

triggered disaster. The market 

rose again in late 1929 and early 

1930, and while a great deal 

of money had been lost, most 

Americans hoped the aftermath 

of the crash would be brief. In fact, the nation had 

entered the Great Depression. Over the next four years, 

industrial production fell 37 percent. Construction 

plunged 78 percent. Prices for crops and other raw 

materials, already low, fell by half. By 1932, unemploy-

ment had reached a staggering 24 percent (Figure 22.1). 

A precipitous drop in consumer spending deep-

ened the crisis. Facing hard times and unemploy-

ment, Americans cut back dramatically, creating a 

The towering importance of the American motion picture 

on the world’s markets cannot be safely explained by the 

unlimited financial resources at the disposal of the Amer-

ican producers. . . . Its main reason is the mentality of the 

American picture, which, notwithstanding all attacks and 

claims to the contrary, apparently comes nearest to the 

taste of international cinema audiences.

. . . The specific and unique element of the American 

film is the fact of its being absolutely uncomplicated. 

Being what is called “naïve” it knows no problems. . . . 

Universal Appeal. It is really preferable to have a pic-

ture too light rather than too heavy, because in the latter 

case there is a danger that the public will not understand 

the story. This is the worst thing that can happen with a 

picture. . . . 

Spectacular Appeal. The international appeal of a 

picture has its foundation in a story. It is totally inde-

pendent of the capital invested and of the splendor and 

luxury used in its production. The fact that in most cases 

the supers and monumental pictures have proved to be 

such international successes, does not disprove this claim. 

Hollywood in Europe

A M E R I C A 
C O M P A R E D

Such productions always have a simple story of universal 

appeal, because it is simply impossible to use spiritual 

thoughts and impressions of the soul in a picture deluxe. 

The splendour in such production is not merely created 

for decoration — it is its outstanding purpose. . . . But 

splendour means show, and a show is always and every-

where easy to understand. . . .

Source: Excerpt from “The International Picture: A Lesson on Simplicity” by Erich 

Pommer from “Film Europe” and “Film America”: Cinema, Commerce and Cultural 

Exchange 1920–1939, edited by Andrew Higson and Richard Maltby, 1999, ISBN: 

978-0-85989-546-0. Used by permission of Exeter University Press.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. How does Pommer characterize the attraction of popular 

American films for European audiences? What does he 
mean when he calls those films “naïve”?

2. How does Pommer propose to produce German films that 
will compete with Hollywood? What constraints and chal-
lenges did he face?

European film studios struggled after World War I to reach audiences who had 
fallen in love with American movies. Working-class Europeans, in particular, pre-
ferred Hollywood’s offerings to the films produced in Europe. In this 1928 article 
from a cinematography journal, German expressionist filmmaker Erich Pommer 
suggested new strategies for expanding an audience for European films. Expres-
sionists, influenced by romanticism and modernism, explored dark themes such 
as spiritual crisis and insanity. (A famous example of expressionist painting is 
Edvard Munch’s The Scream.) Pommer worked for American studios and later 
fled to the United States after the rise of Hitler.

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
What domestic and global 
factors helped cause the 
Great Depression?
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vicious cycle of falling demand and forfeited loans. In 

late 1930, several major banks went under, victims of 

overextended credit and reckless management. The 

following year, as industrial production slowed, a much 

larger wave of bank failures occurred, causing an even 

greater shock. Since the government did not insure 

bank deposits, accounts in failed banks simply van-

ished. Some people who had had steady jobs and 

comfortable savings found themselves broke and out 

of work. 

Not all Americans were devastated by the depres-

sion; the middle class did not disappear and the rich 

lived in accustomed luxury. But incomes plummeted 

even among workers who kept their jobs. Salt Lake 

City went bankrupt in 1931. Barter systems developed, 

as barbers traded haircuts for onions and potatoes and 

laborers worked for payment in eggs or pork. “We do 

not dare to use even a little soap,” reported one jobless 

Oregonian, “when it will pay for an extra egg, a few 

more carrots for our children.” “I would be only too 

glad to dig ditches to keep my family from going hun-

gry,” wrote a North Carolina man. 

Where did desperate people turn for aid? Their first 

hope lay in private charity, especially churches and 

synagogues. But by the winter of 1931, these institu-

tions were overwhelmed, unable to keep pace with the 

extraordinary need. Only eight states provided even 

minimal unemployment insurance. There was no pub-

lic support for the elderly, statistically among the poor-

est citizens. Few Americans had any retirement sav-

ings, and many who had saved watched their accounts 

erased by failing banks.

Even those who were not wiped out had to adapt to 

depression conditions. Couples delayed marriage and 

reduced the number of children they conceived. As a 

result, the marriage rate fell to a historical low, and by 

1933 the birthrate dropped from 97 births per 1,000 

women to 75. Often the responsibility for birth control 

fell to women. It was “one of the worst problems of 

women whose husbands were out of work,” a Cali for-

nian told a reporter. Campaigns against hiring married 

women were common, on the theory that available 

jobs should go to male breadwinners. Three-quarters 

of the nation’s school districts banned married women 
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FIGURE 22.1 
Unemployment, 1915–1945 

During the 1920s, business prosperity and low rates of immigration resulted in historically low 
unemployment levels. The Great Depression threw millions of  people out of work; by 1933, one in 
four American workers was unemployed, and the rate remained high until 1941, when the nation 
mobilized for World War II.
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from working as teachers — ignoring the fact that many 

husbands were less able to earn than ever before. 

Despite restrictions, female employment increased, as 

women expanded their financial contributions to their 

families in hard times.

The depression crossed regional boundaries, though 

its severity varied from place to place. Bank failures 

clustered heavily in the Midwest and plains, while 

areas dependent on timber, mining, and other extrac-

tive industries suffered catastrophic declines. Although 

southern states endured less unemployment because of 

their smaller manufacturing base, farm wages plunged. 

In many parts of the country, unemployment rates 

among black men stood at double that of white men; 

joblessness among African American women was 

triple that of white women. 

By 1932, comprehending the magnitude of the cri-

sis, Americans went to the ballot box and decisively 

rejected the probusiness, antiregulatory policies of the 

1920s. A few years earlier, with business booming, pol-

itics had been so placid that people chuckled when 

President Coolidge disappeared on extended fishing 

trips. Now, Americans wanted bold action in Washing-

ton. Faced with the cataclysm of the Great Depression, 

Americans would transform their government and 

create a modern welfare state.

SUMMARY
Although involvement in World War I strengthened 

the United States economically and diplomatically, it 

left the nation profoundly unsettled. Racial tensions 

exploded after the war as African Americans pursued 

new opportunities and asserted their rights. Mean-

while, labor unrest grew as employers cut wages and 

sought to break unions. Labor’s power declined 

sharply in the war’s aftermath, while anxieties over 

radicalism and immigration prompted a nationwide 

Red Scare.

The politics of the 1920s brought a backlash against 

prewar progressivism. The agenda of women reformers 

met very limited success. Republican administrations 

pursued probusiness “normalcy” at home and “dollar 

diplomacy” abroad. Prohibition and the Scopes trial 

demonstrated the influence religion could exert on 

public policy, while rising nativism fueled a resurgent 

Ku Klux Klan and led to sweeping new restrictions on 

immigration.

Postwar alienation found artistic expression in new 

forms of modernism, which denounced the dehuman-

izing effects of war and criticized American material-

ism and hypocrisy. Spreading throughout the nation 

Minnesota Potato Farmers

The prosperity and consumer pleasures 
of the 1920s hardly extended to all 
Americans. This Minnesota family had 
horses, not a tractor; many of the 
women’s clothes were probably made 
by hand. Rural and working-class 
Americans, who often struggled in the 
1920s, found conditions even harsher 
after 1929. On the other hand, farm-
ers had resources to fall back on that 
city folks did not: they could grow 
their own food, and they had long 
experience in “making do.” Minnesota 
Historical Society.
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Hollywood films, created new forms of leisure, influ-

encing daily life and challenging older sexual norms. 

However, the risky speculation and easy credit of the 

1920s undermined the foundations of the economy. 

After the 1929 crash, these factors, along with a range 

of interconnected global conditions, plunged the 

United States into the Great Depression.

from New Orleans, jazz appealed to elite and popular 

audiences alike. Black artists and intellectuals of the 

Harlem Renaissance, including many inspired by pan-

African ideas, explored the complexities of African 

American life.

Business thrived and a booming consumer cul-

ture, exemplified by the radio, the automobile, and 
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Go to LearningCurve to retain what you’ve read.M A K E  I T  S T I C K

C H A P T E R  R E V I E W

1. What was the Republican vision of “normalcy,” and 

how did the Harding and Coolidge administrations 

seek to realize it?

2. Along what lines did Americans find themselves 

divided in the 1920s? How were those conflicts 

expressed in politics? In culture and intellectual life?

Answer these questions to demonstrate your 
understanding of the chapter’s main ideas.

REVIEW QUESTIONS 
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1. ACROSS TIME AND PLACE The Ku Klux Klan 

of the Reconstruction era (Chapter 15) emerged in 

a specific political and social context; while the 

Klan of the 1920s built on its predecessor, its goals 

and scope were different. Using material from 

Chapters 15 and 22, imagine that you are investi-

gating a series of Klan meetings in each era (1870s 

and 1920s). Where would you conduct your inves-

tigation? How might you explain, to the public, the 

Klan’s membership and activities? How would you 

compare the two Klans? 

2. VISUAL EVIDENCE This chapter includes two 

depictions of people dancing to jazz: the Life maga-

zine cover that opens the chapter (p. 705) and Blues 

(p. 719) by Archibald John Motley Jr., an African 

American painter of the Harlem Renaissance. Look 

at these pictures carefully. Who do you think were 

the intended audiences for each? What evidence 

could you point to in support of that conclusion? 

What messages do you think the Life artist and 

Motley wanted to convey?

Recognize the larger developments and continuities within 
and across chapters by answering these questions.

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS

Lynn Dumenil, The Modern Temper (1995). A 

readable overview of events in the 1920s.

David Levering Lewis, When Harlem Was in Vogue 

(1979). A wonderful account of politics, arts, and 

culture in the vibrant “Negro capital of the world.” 

Daniel Okrent, Last Call: The Rise and Fall of Prohibi-

tion (2010). A lively recent history of the movement to 

ban liquor.

Martha L. Olney, Buy Now, Pay Later (1991). Explores 

the rise and impact of consumer credit.

Mary A. Renda, Taking Haiti (2001). A compelling 

exploration of U.S. occupation of Haiti and its impact 

on Haiti and especially the United States.

The PBS series American Experience has produced an 

excellent documentary on the Scopes trial; informa-

tion and documents are available at pbs.org/wgbh/

amex/monkeytrial/. For a broad view of the 1929 

crash and its impact, see pbs.org/wgbh/amex/crash.

Start here to learn more about the events discussed in this chapter.MORE TO EXPLORE

3. What factors contributed to the economic boom of 

the 1920s and the crash that followed?

4. THEMATIC UNDERSTANDING Between 1917 

and 1945, the “Roaring Twenties” were the only years 

when the United States did not face a major eco-

nomic or international crisis. Review the categories 

of “America in the World,” “Politics and Power,” and 

“Identity” on the thematic timeline on page 671. In 

what ways do they suggest that the prosperous 

1920s were a politically distinctive era? What conti-

nuities do you see in politics and foreign policy?
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Ask yourself why this chapter begins and ends with these dates 
and then identify the links among related events.

TIMELINE 

1915  New Ku Klux Klan founded

 United States occupies Haiti

1916  United States occupies Dominican Republic

1917  Race riot in East St. Louis, Illinois

1919  Race riot in Chicago

 Boston police strike

 Palmer raids

 Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom founded

1920  Height of Red Scare

 Eighteenth Amendment (prohibition) takes effect

 Warren Harding wins presidency

 Eugene O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones

1921  Race riots in Rosewood, Florida, and Tulsa, Oklahoma

 Sheppard-Towner Federal Maternity and Infancy Act 

1923  Adkins v. Children’s Hospital 

 President Harding dies

 Calvin Coolidge assumes presidency

 Teapot Dome scandal

 Equal Rights Amendment first introduced in Congress

1924  National Origins Act 

 Coolidge wins presidential election against Democrats and La Follette’s Progressive Party

 First suburban shopping center opens outside Kansas City, Missouri

1925  Coronado Coal Company v. United Mine Workers

 Scopes “monkey trial”

 Alain Locke’s The New Negro

 F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby 

1927  Sacco and Vanzetti executed

1928  Herbert Hoover wins presidency

1929  Stock market crashes precipitate Great Depression
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KEY TURNING POINTS: American politics underwent two shifts in the period covered in this 

chapter: one in the aftermath of World War I, and another in 1932. What caused each turning 

point? What factors in American Society, economics, and culture help explain each moment 

of political change?
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IDENTIFY THE BIG IDEA
What new roles did the American 
government take on during the 
New Deal, and how did these roles 
shape the economy and society?

23
I

n his inaugural address in March 1933, 
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
did not hide the country’s precarious 

condition. “A host of unemployed citizens 
face the grim problem of existence,” he 
said, “and an equally great number toil 
with little return. Only a foolish optimist can deny the dark realities of the moment.” 
Roosevelt, his demeanor sincere and purposeful, saw both despair and determination as 
he looked out over the country. “This nation asks for action, and action now.” From 
Congress he would request “broad Executive power to wage a war against the emer-
gency, as great as the power that would be given to me if we were in fact invaded by a 
foreign foe.” With these words, Roosevelt launched a program of federal activism — 
which he called the New Deal — that would change the nature of American government.

The New Deal represented a new form of liberalism, a fresh interpretation of the 
ideology of individual rights that had long shaped the character of American society and 
politics. Classical nineteenth-century liberals believed that, to protect those rights, 
government should be small and relatively weak. However, the “regulatory” liberals of 
the early twentieth century had safeguarded individual freedom and opportunity by 
strengthening state and federal control over large businesses and monopolies. New 
Deal activists went much further: their social-welfare liberalism expanded individual 
rights to include economic security. Beginning in the 1930s and continuing through the 
1960s, they increased the responsibility of the national government for the welfare of 
ordinary citizens. Their efforts did not go unchallenged. Conservative critics of the New 
Deal charged that its “big government” programs were paternalistic and dangerous, 
undermining individual responsibility and constraining personal freedom. This division 
between the advocates and 
the critics of the New Deal 
shaped American politics for 
the next half century.

Before Roosevelt was elected president, between the onset of the depression in 
1929 and November 1932, the “dark realities of the moment” wore down American 
society. Rising unemployment, shuttered businesses, failing banks, and home fore-
closures tore at the nation’s social fabric. As crisis piled upon crisis and the federal gov-
ernment’s initiatives under President Hoover proved ineffectual, Americans had to 
reconsider more than the role of government in economic life: they had to rethink many 
of the principles of individualism and free enterprise that had guided so much of the 
nation’s history.

EARLY RESPONSES 
TO THE DEPRESSION, 
1929–1932

Enter Herbert Hoover 

Rising Discontent

The 1932 Election

THE NEW DEAL 
ARRIVES, 1933–1935

Roosevelt and the First Hundred 
Days

The New Deal Under Attack

THE SECOND NEW DEAL 
AND THE REDEFINING 
OF LIBERALISM, 
1935–1938

The Welfare State Comes into 
Being

From Reform to Stalemate

THE NEW DEAL’S 
IMPACT ON SOCIETY

A People’s Democracy

Reshaping the Environment

The New Deal and the Arts

The Legacies of the New Deal

Managing the Great Depression, 
Forging the New Deal

1929–1939
C H A P T E R

To see a longer excerpt of Roosevelt’s inaugural 
address, along with other primary sources from this 
period, see Sources for America’s History.
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The New Deal This Federal Arts Project poster from 1936 captured the spirit of the New Deal under 
President Franklin Roosevelt. Roosevelt and other “New Dealers” hoped to get people working again 
during the depths of the Great Depression, raise their spirits, and help rebuild the national infrastructure. 
Library of Congress.
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Early Responses to the 
Depression, 1929–1932
The American economy collapsed between 1929 and 

1932. U.S. gross domestic product fell almost by half, 

from $103.1 billion to $58 billion. Consumption 

dropped by 18 percent, construction by 78 percent, 

and private investment by 88 percent. Nearly 9,000 

banks closed their doors, and 100,000 businesses failed. 

Corporate profits fell from $10 billion to $1 billion. 

Unemployment rose to 25 percent. Fifteen million 

people were out of work by 1933, and many who had 

jobs took wage cuts. “Hoover made a souphound outa 

me!” sang jobless harvest hands in the Southwest.

The depression respected no national boundaries. 

Germany had preceded the United States into eco-

nomic contraction in 1928, and its economy, burdened 

by heavy World War I reparations payments, was 

brought to its knees by 1929. France, Britain, Argen-

tina, Brazil, Poland, and Canada were hard hit as well 

(America Compared, p. 737). The legacies of World 

War I made recovery difficult in two respects. First, 

Britain’s central bank was in no position to resume its 

traditional role in managing the international financial 

system. Second, the war disrupted the international 

gold standard. The United States and most European 

nations had tied the value of their currencies to the 

price of gold, and the amount of gold held in reserves, 

since the late nineteenth century. This system had 

worked fairly well for a few decades, but it was vulner-

able during economic downturns, when large finan-

ciers withdrew their investments and demanded gold 

payments. The gold standard rendered the interna-

tional monetary system inflexible at a moment that 

required great flexibility in global finance.

Enter Herbert Hoover
President Herbert Hoover and Congress responded to 

the downturn by drawing on two powerful American 

traditions. The first was the belief that economic out-

comes were the product of individual character. People’s 

fate was in their own hands, and success went to 

those who deserved it. The second 

tradition held that through volun-

tary action, the business commu-

nity could right itself and recover 

from economic downturns with-

out relying on government assis-

tance. Following these principles, 

Hoover asked Americans to 

tighten their belts and work hard. After the stock mar-

ket crash, he cut federal taxes in an attempt to boost 

private spending and corporate investment. “Any lack 

of confidence in the economic future or the strength of 

business in the United States is foolish,” Hoover assured 

the country in late 1929. Treasury secretary Andrew 

Mellon suggested that the downturn would help 

Americans “work harder” and “live a more moral life.” 

While many factors caused the Great Depression, 

Hoover’s adherence to the gold standard was a major 

reason for its length and severity in the United States. 

Faced with economic catastrophe, both Britain and 

Germany abandoned the gold standard in 1931; when 

they did so, their economies recovered modestly. But 

the Hoover administration feared that such a move 

would weaken the value of the dollar. In reality, an 

inflexible money supply discouraged investment and 

therefore prevented growth. The Roosevelt administra-

tion would ultimately remove the United States from 

the burdens of the gold standard in 1933. By that time, 

however, the crisis had achieved catastrophic dimen-

sions. Billions had been lost in business and bank fail-

ures, and the economy had stalled completely.

Along with their adherence to the gold standard, 

the Hoover administration and many congressional 

Republicans believed in another piece of economic 

orthodoxy that had protected American manufactur-

ing in good economic times but that proved damaging 

during the downturn: high tariffs (taxes on imported 

goods designed to encourage American manufactur-

ing). In 1930, Republicans enacted the Smoot-Hawley 
Tariff. Despite receiving a letter from more than a 

thousand economists urging him to veto it, Hoover 

approved the legislation. What served American inter-

ests in earlier eras now confounded them. Smoot-

Hawley triggered retaliatory tariffs in other countries, 

which further hindered global trade and led to greater 

economic contraction throughout the industrialized 

world.

The president recognized that individual initiative, 

voluntarism, and high tariffs might not be enough, 

given the depth of the crisis, so he proposed govern-

ment action as well. He called on state and local 

governments to provide jobs by investing in public 

projects. And in 1931, he secured an unprecedented 

increase of $700 million in federal spending for public 

works. Hoover’s most innovative program was the 

Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC), which 

provided federal loans to railroads, banks, and other 

businesses. But the RFC lent money too cautiously, and 

by the end of 1932, after a year in operation, it had 

loaned out only 20 percent of its $1.5 billion in funds. 

PLACE EVENTS 
IN CONTEXT 
What economic principles 
guided President Hoover 
and Congress in their 
response to the Great 
Depression?



Like most federal initiatives under Hoover, the RFC 

was not nearly aggressive enough given the severity of 

the depression. With federal officials fearing budget 

deficits and reluctant to interfere with the private mar-

ket, caution was the order of the day.

Few chief executives could have survived the down-

ward economic spiral of 1929–1932, but Hoover’s 

reluctance to break with the philosophy of limited gov-

ernment and his insistence that recovery was always 

just around the corner contributed to his unpopularity. 

By 1932, Americans perceived Hoover as insensitive to 

the depth of the country’s economic suffering. The 

nation had come a long way since the depressions of 

the 1870s and 1890s, when no one except the most rad-

ical figures, such as Jacob Coxey, called for direct fed-

eral aid to the unemployed (Chapter 20). Compared 

with previous chief executives — and in contrast to his 

popular image as a “do-nothing” president — Hoover 

had responded to the national emergency with unprec-

edented government action. But the nation’s needs 
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Denis W. Brogan, “From England” 

No event . . . has so colored the European view of the 

United States as “the Depression.” The first news of the 

crash of 1929 was not ill received. There was not only a 

marked feeling of Schadenfreude at the snub that destiny 

had given to the overconfident masters of the new world, 

but also a widespread belief that the extravagant gambling 

of the New York market was one of the chief causes of our 

ills. . . . But as the extent, depth, and duration of the Ameri-

can depression began to be appreciated, as its impact on 

all the world, especially on the dangerously unstable poli-

tical and economic status quo of Germany and Austria, 

became more evident, as the old wound of unemployment 

was made to bleed more deeply in Britain, the tendency 

to blame the United States became overwhelming. Gone 

were the illusions about the “secret of high wages.” If ever 

found, it had now been lost.

American politics was seen as not only sterile but pos-

itively immoral and dangerous. . . . American business and 

its political arm, the Republican Party, had been tried in 

the balance and found wanting. And it is safe to say that 

the election of F. D. Roosevelt was welcomed in every 

country of Europe as good news almost overshadowing 

the nomination of Adolf Hitler as Chancellor of the 

German Reich.

The Great Depression 

in England and the 

United States

A M E R I C A 
C O M P A R E D

Gladys Gibson, a Resident of London in the 1930s

Most of the unemployed were genuinely seeking work. 

A heavy snowfall was a blessing, when men with broken 

boots earned a little money by sweeping the streets. The 

Boroughs [a form of local administration in London] 

took on unemployed, in strict rotation, for thirteen 

weeks of unskilled work. It sometimes put a man back 

in benefit and took him off the hated dole. The situation 

began to change after Munich, when more men found 

work. Salvation came with the War, when the despised 

unemployed became valued workers or serving helpers.

Source: Joseph, Franz M., As Others See Us. © 1959 Princeton University Press, 1987 

renewed PUP. Reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press. 

Nigel Gray, The Worst of Times: An Oral History of the Great Depression in Britain 

(Totowa, NJ: Barnes & Noble Books, 1985), 54.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. Why would Brogan call the United States “overconfident 

masters of the new world”? What are his criticisms of U.S. 
economic policy?

2. How does the testimony of Gladys Gibson about the 
“hated dole” compare with what you have learned about 
attitudes in the United States in these years?

In a 1954 book, Denis Brogan, a professor at Cambridge University in England, 
looked back at the descent into the Great Depression between 1929 and 1932 
and explained the significance of Franklin Roosevelt’s election from an English 
perspective. The second selection is from an oral history conducted in the 1970s 
with an ordinary resident of London, who recalled life in the 1930s. 
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were even more unprecedented, and Hoover’s programs 

failed to meet them (Map 23.1). 

Rising Discontent
As the depression deepened, the American vocabulary 

now included the terms Hoovervilles (shantytowns 

where people lived in packing crates) and Hoover blan-

kets (newspapers). Bankrupt farmers banded together 

to resist the bank agents and sheriffs who tried to evict 

them from their land. To protest low prices for their 

goods, in the spring of 1932 thousands of midwestern 

farmers joined the Farmers’ Holiday Association, 

which cut off supplies to urban areas by barricading 

roads and dumping milk, vegetables, and other food-

stuffs onto the roadways. Agricultural prices were so 

low that the Farmers’ Holiday Association favored a 

government-supported farm program.

In the industrial sector, layoffs and wage cuts led to 

violent strikes. When coal miners in Harlan County, 

Kentucky, went on strike over a 10 percent wage cut in 

1931, the mine owners called in the state’s National 

Guard, which crushed the union. A 1932 confronta-

tion between workers and security forces at the Ford 

Motor Company’s giant River Rouge factory outside 

Detroit left five workers dead and fifty with serious 

injuries. A photographer had his camera shot from his 

hands, and fifteen policemen were clubbed or stoned. 

Whether on farms or in factories, those who produced 

the nation’s food and goods had begun to push for a 

more aggressive response to the nation’s economic 

troubles. 

Veterans staged the most publicized — and most 

tragic — protest. In the summer of 1932, the Bonus 
Army, a determined group of 15,000 unemployed World 

War I veterans, hitchhiked to Washington to demand 

Hooverville

The depression cast hundreds of thousands of Americans out of their homes. Most found shelter with 
relatives, but those with little choice had to make do as they could. Encampments such as this one south 
of downtown Seattle, Washington — places where the homeless crafted makeshift lodging out of whatever 
materials were at hand — became known as Hoovervilles. The name reflected Americans’ attitudes toward 
Presi dent Hoover, whose popularity plummeted as the depression deepened. University of Washington Libraries, 
Special Collections, UW2129.
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immediate payment of pension awards that were due to 

be paid in 1945. “We were heroes in 1917, but we’re 

bums now,” one veteran complained bitterly. While their 

leaders unsuccessfully lobbied Congress, the Bonus 

Army set up camps near the Capitol building. Hoover 

called out regular army troops under the command of 

General Douglas MacArthur, who forcefully evicted the 

marchers and burned their main encampment to the 

ground. When newsreel footage showing the U.S. Army 

attacking and injuring veterans reached movie theaters 

across the nation, Hoover’s popularity plunged. In 

another measure of how the country had changed since 

the 1890s, what Americans had applauded when done to 

Coxey in 1894 was condemned in 1932.

The 1932 Election
Despite rising discontent, the national mood was 

mixed as the 1932 election approached. Many Ameri-

cans had internalized the ideal of the self-made man 

and blamed themselves for their economic hardships. 

Despair, not anger, characterized their mood. Others, 

out of work for a year or more, perhaps homeless, felt 

the deeper stirrings of frustration and rage. Regardless 

of their circumstances, most Americans believed that 

something altogether new had to be tried — whatever 

that might be. The Republicans, reluctant to dump an 

incumbent president, unenthusiastically renominated 

Hoover. The Demo crats turned to New York governor 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, whose state had initiated 

innovative relief and unemployment programs.

Roosevelt, born into a wealthy New York family, 

was a distant cousin to former president Theodore 

Roosevelt, whose career he emu-

lated. After attending Harvard 

College and Columbia University, 

Franklin Roosevelt served as 

assistant secretary of the navy 

during World War I (as Theodore 

Roosevelt had done before the 

War of 1898). Then, in 1921, a crippling attack of polio 

left both of his legs permanently paralyzed. Supported 

by his wife, Eleanor, he slowly returned to public life 

and campaigned successfully for the governorship of 

New York in 1928 and again in 1930. Running for the 

presidency in 1932, Roosevelt pledged vigorous action 

but gave no indication what that action might be, argu-

ing simply that “the country needs and, unless I mis-

take its temper, the country demands bold, persistent 

experimentation.” He won easily, receiving 22.8 million 

votes to Hoover’s 15.7 million.

Elected in November, Roosevelt would not begin his 

presidency until March 1933. (The Twentieth Amend-

ment, ratified in 1933, set subsequent inaugurations for 

January 20.) Meanwhile, Americans suffered through 

the worst winter of the depression. Unemployment 

continued to climb, and in three major industrial cities 

in Ohio, it shot to staggering levels: 50 percent in Cleve-

land, 60 percent in Akron, and 80 percent in Toledo. 

Private charities and public relief agencies reached only 

a fraction of the needy. The nation’s banking system 

was so close to collapse that many state governors 

closed banks temporarily to avoid further withdrawals. 

Several states were approaching bankruptcy, their tax 

revenues too low to pay for basic services. By March 

1933, the nation had hit rock bottom. 

UNDERSTAND 
POINTS OF VIEW
What did the depression 
look like when seen from 
the vantage of ordinary 
Americans?
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The Great Depression: Families on Relief

Although the Great Depression was a 
nationwide crisis, some regions were hit 
harder than others. Economic hardship was 
widespread in the agricultural-based southern 
and Appalachian states of the Northeast and 
Midwest. As the depression worsened in 1931 
and 1932, local and state governments, as well 
as charitable organizations, could not keep up 
with the demand for relief. After Franklin D. 
Roosevelt assumed the presidency in 1933, the 
national government began a massive program 
of aid through the Federal Emergency Relief 
Administration (FERA).



740 PART 7  DOMESTIC AND GLOBAL CHALLENGES, 1890–1945

The New Deal Arrives, 
1933–1935
The ideological differences between Herbert Hoover 

and Franklin Roosevelt were not vast. Both leaders 

wished to maintain the nation’s economic institutions 

and social values, to save capitalism while easing its 

worst downturns. Both believed in a balanced govern-

ment budget and extolled the values of hard work, 

cooperation, and sacrifice. But Roosevelt’s personal 

charm, political savvy, and willingness to experiment 

made him far more effective and more popular than 

Hoover. Most Americans felt a kinship with their new 

president, calling him simply FDR. His New Deal 

would put people to work and restore hope for the 

nation’s future.

Roosevelt and the First Hundred Days
A wealthy patrician, Roosevelt was an unlikely figure 

to inspire millions of ordinary Americans. But his close 

rapport with the American people was critical to 

his political success. More than 

450,000 letters poured into the 

White House in the week after his 

inauguration. The president’s 

masterful use of the new medium 

of radio, especially his evening 

radio addresses to the American 

public known as fireside chats, 
made him an intimate presence in 

people’s lives. Thousands of citi-

zens felt a personal relationship with FDR, saying, “He 

gave me a job” or “He saved my home” (American 

Voices, p. 742). 

Citing the national economic emergency, Roosevelt 

further expanded the presidential powers that Theodore 

Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson had increased previ-

ously. To draft legislation and policy, he relied heavily 

on financier Bernard Baruch and a “Brains Trust” of 

professors from Columbia, Har vard, and other lead-

ing universities. Roosevelt also turned to his talented 

cabinet, which included Harold L. Ickes, secretary 

of the interior; Frances Perkins at the Labor Depart-

ment; Henry A. Wallace at Agriculture; and Henry 

Morgenthau Jr., secretary of the treasury. These intellec-

tuals and administrators attracted hundreds of highly 

qualified recruits to Washington. Inspired by New Deal 

idealism, many of them would devote their lives 

to public service and the principles of social-welfare 

liberalism.

Roosevelt could have done little, however, without 

a sympathetic Congress. The 1932 election had swept 

Democratic majorities into both the House and Senate, 

giving the new president the lawmaking allies he 

needed. The first months of FDR’s administration pro-

duced a whirlwind of activity on Capitol Hill. In a leg-

endary session, known as the Hundred Days, Congress 

enacted fifteen major bills that focused primarily on 

four problems: banking failures, agricultural overpro-

duction, the business slump, and soaring unemploy-

ment. Derided by some as an “alphabet soup” because 

of their many abbreviations (CCC, WPA, AAA, etc.), 

the new policies and agencies were more than bureau-

cracies: they represented the emergence of a new 

Ameri can state.

Banking Reform The weak banking system hobbled 

the entire economy, curtailing consumer spending and 

business investment. Widespread bank failures had 

reduced the savings of nearly nine million families, 

and panicked account holders raced to withdraw their 

funds. On March 5, 1933, the day after his inaugura-

tion, FDR declared a national “bank holiday” — closing 

all the banks — and called Congress into special ses-

sion. Four days later, Congress passed the Emergency 

Banking Act, which permitted banks to reopen if a 

Treasury Department inspection showed that they had 

sufficient cash reserves.

In his first Sunday night fireside chat, to a radio 

audience of sixty million, the president reassured 

citizens that their money was safe. When the banks 

reopened on March 13, calm prevailed and deposits 

exceeded withdrawals, restoring stability to the nation’s 

basic financial institutions. “Capitalism was saved in 

eight days,” quipped Roosevelt’s advisor Raymond 

Moley. Four thousand banks had collapsed in the 

months prior to Roosevelt’s inauguration; only sixty-

one closed their doors in all of 1934 (Table 23.1). A 

second banking law, the Glass-Steagall Act, further 

restored public confidence by creating the Federal 

Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC), which insured 

deposits up to $2,500 (and now insures them up to 

$250,000). The act also prohibited banks from making 

risky, unsecured investments with the deposits of ordi-

nary people. And in a profoundly important economic 

and symbolic gesture, Roosevelt removed the U.S. 

Treasury from the gold standard in June 1933, which 

allowed the Federal Reserve to lower interest rates; 

since 1931, it had been raising rates, which had only 

deepened the downturn. Saving the banks and leaving 

the gold standard led to a mild and, it would turn out, 

brief recovery. 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES
What specific new roles 
did the American govern-
ment take up as a result 
of the legislation passed 
during the first hundred 
days?
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Agriculture and Manufacturing Roosevelt and the 

New Deal Congress next turned to agriculture and 

manufacturing. In those sectors, a seeming paradox 

was evident: the depression led to overproduction in 

agriculture and underproduction in manufacturing. 

Reversing both problematic trends was critical. The 

Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA) began direct gov-

ernmental regulation of the farm economy for the first 

time. To solve the problem of overproduction, which 

lowered prices, the AAA provided cash subsidies to 

farmers who cut production of seven major commodi-

ties: wheat, cotton, corn, hogs, rice, tobacco, and dairy 

products. Policymakers hoped that farm prices would 

rise as production fell.

By dumping cash in farmers’ hands, the AAA 

briefly stabilized the farm economy. But the act’s bene-

fits were not evenly distributed. Subsidies went primar-

ily to the owners of large and medium-sized farms, 

who often cut production by reducing the amount of 

land they rented to tenants and sharecroppers. In 

Mississippi, one plantation owner received $26,000 

from the federal government, while thousands of black 

sharecroppers living in the same county received only 

a few dollars in relief payments.

In manufacturing, the New Deal attacked declining 

production with the National Industrial Recovery Act. 

A new government agency, the National Recovery 
Admin istration (NRA), set up separate self-governing 

private associations in six hundred industries. Each 

industry — ranging from large corporations producing 

coal, cotton textiles, and steel to small businesses mak-

ing pet food and costume jewelry — regulated itself by 

agreeing on prices and production quotas. Because 

large companies usually ran these associations, the 

NRA solidified their power at the expense of smaller 

enterprises and consumer interests. 

The AAA and the NRA were designed to rescue the 

nation’s productive industries and stabilize the econ-

omy. The measures had positive effects in some regions, 

but most historians agree that, overall, they did little to 

end the depression.

Unemployment Relief The Roosevelt administra-

tion next addressed the massive unemployment prob-

lem. By 1933, local governments and private charities 

had exhausted their resources and were looking to 

Washington for assistance. Although Roosevelt wanted 

to avoid a budget deficit, he asked Congress to provide 

relief for millions of unemployed Americans. In May, 

Congress established the Federal Emergency Relief 

Administration (FERA). Directed by Harry Hopkins, a 

hard-driving social worker from New York, the FERA 

provided federal funds for state relief programs.

Roosevelt and Hopkins had strong reservations 

about the “dole,” the nickname for government welfare 

payments. As Hopkins put it, “I don’t think anybody 

can go year after year, month after month, accepting 

relief without affecting his character.” To support the 

traditional values of individualism, the New Deal put 

people to work. Early in 1933, Congress established the 

Public Works Administration (PWA), a construction 

program, and several months later, Roosevelt created 

the Civil Works Administration (CWA) and named 

Hopkins its head. Within thirty days, Hopkins had put 

2.6 million men and women to work; at its peak in 

1934, the CWA provided jobs for 4 million Americans 

repairing bridges, building highways, and constructing 

public buildings. A stopgap measure to get the country 

through the winter of 1933–1934, the CWA lapsed in 

the spring, when Repub lican opposition compelled 

New Deal ers to abandon it. A longer-term program, 

the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), mobilized 

TABLE 23.1

American Banks and Bank Failures, 1920–1940

Year Total Number of Banks Total Assets ($ billion) Bank Failures

1920 30,909 53.1   168

1929 25,568 72.3   659

1931 22,242 70.1 2,294

1933 14,771 51.4 4,004

1934 15,913 55.9    61

1940 15,076 79.7    48

SOURCE: Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to 1970 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1975), 1019, 
1038–1039.
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Mrs. M. H. A.

Mrs. M. H. A. worked in the County Court House in Eureka, 
California.

June 14, 1934

Dear Mrs. Roosevelt:

I know you are overburdened with requests for help and if 

my plea cannot be recognized, I’ll understand it is because 

you have so many others, all of them worthy. . . .

My husband and I are a young couple of very simple, 

almost poor families. We married eight years ago on the 

proverbial shoe-string but with a wealth of love. . . . We 

managed to build our home and furnish it comfortably. . . . 

Then came the depression. My work has continued and 

my salary alone has just been sufficient to make our 

monthly payments on the house and keep our bills 

paid. . . . But with the exception of two and one-half 

months work with the U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey 

under the C.W.A. [Civil Works Administration], my 

husband has not had work since August, 1932.

My salary could continue to keep us going, but I am 

to have a baby. . . . I can get a leave of absence from my 

job for a year. But can’t you, won’t you do something so 

my husband can have a job, at least during that year? . . .

As I said before, if it were only ourselves, or if there 

were something we could do about it, we would never ask 

for help.

We have always stood on our own feet and been proud 

and happy. But you are a mother and you’ll understand 

this crisis.

Very sincerely yours,

Mrs. M. H. A.

Unsigned Letter

This unsigned letter came from a factory worker in Paris, 
Texas.

November 23, 1936

Dear President,

[N]ow that we have had a land Slide [in the election of 

1936] and done just what was best for our country . . . 

Ordinary People 

Respond to the 

New Deal

A M E R I C A N 
V O I C E S

I do believe you Will Strain a point to help the ones who 

helped you mostly & that is the Working Class of People 

I am not smart or I would be in a different line of work 

& better up in ever way yet I will know you are the one 

& only President that ever helped a Working Class of 

People. . . .

I am a White Man American age, 47 married wife 

2children in high School am a Finishing room foreman 

I mean a Working foreman & am in a furniture Factory 

here in Paris Texas where thaire is 175 to 200 Working & 

when the NRA [National Recovery Administration] came 

in I was Proud to See my fellow workmen Rec 30 Per hour 

in Place of 8 cents to 20 cents Per hour. . . .

I can’t see for my life President why a man must toil 

&work his life out in Such factories 10 long hours ever 

day except Sunday for a small sum of 15 cents to 35 cents 

per hour & pay the high cost of honest & deason living 

expences. . . .

please see if something can be done to help this one 

Class of Working People the factories are a man killer not 

venelated or kept up just a bunch of Republickins Grafters 

90/100 of them Please help us some way I Pray to God for 

relief. I am a Christian . . . and a truthful man & have not 

told you wrong & am for you to the end.

[not signed]

R. A.

R. A. was sixty-nine years old and an architect and builder 
in Lincoln, Nebraska.

May 19/34

Dear Mrs Roosevelt:

In the Presidents inaugral address delivered from the 

capitol steps the afternoon of his inaugration he made 

mention of The Forgotten Man, and I with thousands of 

others am wondering if the folk who was borned here in 

America some 60 or 70 years a go are this Forgotten Man, 

the President had in mind, if we are this Forgotten Man 

then we are still Forgotten.

We who have tried to be diligent in our support of 

this most wonderful nation of ours boath social and 

Franklin Roosevelt’s fireside chats and his relief programs prompted thousands 
of ordinary Americans to write directly to the president and his wife, Eleanor. 
Taken together, their letters offer a vivid portrait of depression-era America that 
includes popular support for, and opposition to, the New Deal.
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other wise, we in our younger days tried to do our duty 

without complaining. . . .

And now a great calamity has come upon us and 

seemingly no cause of our own it has swept away what 

little savings we had accumulated and we are left in a 

condition that is imposible for us to correct, for two 

very prominent reasons if no more.

First we have grown to what is termed Old Age, this 

befalls every man.

Second, . . . we are confronted on every hand with the 

young generation, taking our places, this of corse is what 

we have looked forward to in training our children. But 

with the extra ordinary crisese which left us helpless and 

placed us in the position that our fathers did not have to 

contend with. . . .

We have been honorable citizens all along our jour-

ney, calamity and old age has forced its self upon us 

please do not send us to the Poor Farm but instead 

allow us the small pension of $40.00 per month. . . .

Mrs. Roosevelt I am asking a personal favor of you 

as it seems to be the only means through which I may 

be able to reach the President, some evening very soon, 

as you and Mr. Roosevelt are having dinner together 

privately will you ask him to read this. And we Amer-

ican citizens will ever remember your kindness.

Yours very truly.

R. A.

M. A.

M. A. was a woman who held a low-level salaried position 
in a corporation.

Jan. 18, 1937

[Dear Mrs. Roosevelt:]

I . . . was simply astounded to think that anyone could 

be nitwit enough to wish to be included in the so called 

social security act if they could possibly avoid it. Call it by 

any name you wish it, in my opinion, (and that of many 

people I know) [it] is nothing but downright stealing. . . .

I am not an “economic royalist,” just an ordinary 

white collar worker at $1600 per [year — about $23,600 

in 2009]. Please show this to the president and ask him 

to remember the wishes of the forgotten man, that is, 

the one who dared to vote against him. We expect to be 

tramped on but we do wish the stepping would be a little 

less hard.

Security at the price of freedom is never desired by 

intelligent people.

M. A.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. How do you explain the personal, almost intimate, tone 

of these letters to the Roosevelts?

2. How have specific New Deal programs helped or hurt 
the authors of these letters?

3. What are the basic values of the authors? Do the values 
of those who support the New Deal differ from the 
values of those who oppose it?

M. A. H.

M. A. H. was a widow who ran a small farm in Columbus, 
Indiana.

December 14, 1937

Mrs. Roosevelt:

I suppose from your point of view the work relief, old age 

pensions, slum clearance and all the rest seems like a per-

fect remedy for all the ills of this country, but I would like 

for you to see the results, as the other half see them.

We have always had a shiftless, never-do-well class of 

people whose one and only aim in life is to live without 

work. I have been rubbing elbows with this class for 

nearly sixty years and have tried to help some of the most 

promising and have seen others try to help them, but it 

can’t be done. We cannot help those who will not try to 

help themselves and if they do try a square deal is all they 

need, . . . let each one paddle their own canoe, or sink. . . .

I live alone on a farm and have not raised any crops 

for the last two years as there was no help to be had. I am 

feeding the stock and have been cutting the wood to keep 

my home fires burning. There are several reliefers around 

here now who have been kicked off relief but they refuse 

to work unless they can get relief hours and wages, but 

they are so worthless no one can afford to hire them. . . . 

They are just a fair sample of the class of people on whom 

so much of our hard earned tax-money is being squan-

dered and on whom so much sympathy is being 

wasted. . . .

You people who have plenty of this worlds goods 

and whose money comes easy have no idea of the 

heart-breaking toil and self-denial which is the lot 

of the working people who are trying to make an 

honest living, and then to have to shoulder all these 

unjust burdens seems like the last straw. . . . No one 

should have the right to vote theirself a living at the 

expense of the tax payers. . . .

M. A. H.

Sources (in order): Robert S. McElvaine, Down & Out in the Great Depression (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983), 54–55; Gerald Markowitz and David 

Rosner, eds., “Slaves of the Depression”: Worker’s Letters About Life on the Job (Ithaca, NY: 

Cornell University Press, 1987), 21; Robert S. McElvaine, Down & Out in the Great 

Depression (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983), 97, 147, 143.
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250,000 young men to do reforestation and conserva-

tion work. Over the course of the 1930s, the “CCC 

boys” built thousands of bridges, roads, trails, and 

other structures in state and national parks, bolstering 

the national infrastructure (Map 23.2). 

Housing Crisis Millions of Americans also faced the 

devastating prospect of losing their homes. The eco-

nomic expansion of the 1920s had produced the largest 

inflationary housing bubble in American history to 

that point, a scenario in which home prices rose wildly, 

fueled by excessive borrowing. In the early 1930s, as 

home prices collapsed and banks closed, home own-

ers were dragged down with them. More than half a 

million Americans lost their homes between 1930 and 

1932, and in cities such as Cleveland and Indianapo-

lis, half of all home mortgage holders faced possible 

foreclosure. In response, Congress created the Home 

Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC) to refinance home 

mortgages. In just two years, the HOLC helped more 

than a million Americans retain their homes. The 

Federal Housing Act of 1934 would extend this pro-

gram under a new agency, the Federal Housing 
Administration (FHA). Together, the HOLC, the FHA, 

Selling the NRA in Chinatown 

To mobilize support for its program, the National Recovery Administration (NRA) distributed millions of 
posters to businesses and families, urging them to display its symbol, the Blue Eagle, in shops, factories, 
and homes. Here Constance King and Mae Chinn of the Chinese YMCA affix a poster (and a Chinese 
translation) to a shop in San Francisco that is complying with the NRA codes. © Bettmann/Corbis.
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however, the New Deal did not break the grip of the 

depression.

The New Deal Under Attack
As New Dealers waited anxiously for the economy to 

revive, Roosevelt turned his attention to the reform of 

Wall Street, where reckless speculation and overlever-

aged buying of stocks had helped trigger the financial 

panic of 1929. In 1934, Congress established the Secur-
i ties and Exchange Commission (SEC) to regulate the 

stock market. The commission had broad powers to 

determine how stocks and bonds were sold to the pub-

lic, to set rules for margin (credit) transactions, and 

to prevent stock sales by those with inside informa-

tion about corporate plans. The Banking Act of 1935 

and the subsequent Housing Act of 1937 permanently 

changed the mortgage system and set the foundation 

for the broad expansion of home ownership in the 

post–World War II decades (Chapter 25).

When an exhausted Congress recessed in June 

1933, at the end of the Hundred Days, it had enacted 

Roosevelt’s agenda: banking reform, recovery programs 

for agriculture and industry, public works, and unem-

ployment relief. Few presidents had won the passage of 

so many measures in so short a time. The new federal 

agencies were far from perfect and had their critics on 

both the radical left and the conservative right. But the 

vigorous actions taken by Roosevelt and Congress had 

halted the downward economic spiral of the Hoover 

years, stabilized the financial sector, and sent a message 

of hope from the nation’s political leaders. For all that, 
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Civilian Conservation Corps Camps

The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) gave hope to unemployed young men during the Great 
Depression. The first camp opened in Big Meadows, Virginia, in July 1933, and by the end of the 
decade CCC camps had appeared across the length of the country, located in rural, mountainous, 
and forested regions alike. Young men constructed bridges and roads, built hiking trails, erected 
public campgrounds, and performed other improvements. By the early 1940s, the CCC had planted 
three billion trees, among its many other contributions to the national infrastructure.
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authorized the president to appoint a new Board of 

Governors of the Federal Reserve System, placing con-

trol of interest rates and other money-market policies 

in a federal agency rather than in the hands of private 

bankers.

Critics on the Right Such measures exposed the 

New Deal to attack from economic conservatives — also 

known as the political right. A man of wealth, Roosevelt 

saw himself as the savior of American capitalism, 

declaring simply, “To preserve we had to reform.” Many 

bankers and business executives disagreed. To them, 

FDR became “That Man,” a traitor to his class. In 1934, 

Republican business leaders joined with conservative 

Democrats in the Liberty League to fight what they 

called the “reckless spending” and “socialist” reforms 

of the New Deal. Herbert Hoover condemned the NRA 

as a “state-controlled or state-directed social or eco-

nomic system.” That, declared the former president, 

was “tyranny, not liberalism.”

The National Association of 
Manufacturers (NAM) was even 

more important than the Liberty 

League in opposing the New Deal, 

as the NAM’s influence stretched 

far into the post–World War II 

decades. Sparked by a new gener-

ation of business leaders who 

believed that a publicity campaign was needed to “serve 

the purposes of business salvation,” the NAM pro-

duced radio programs, motion pictures, billboards, 

and direct mail in the late 1930s. In response to what 

many conservatives perceived as Roosevelt’s antibusi-

ness policies, the NAM promoted free enterprise and 

unfettered capitalism. After World War II, the NAM 

emerged as a staunch critic of liberalism and forged 

alliances with influential conservative politicians such 

as Barry Goldwater and Ronald Reagan.

For its part, the Supreme Court repudiated several 

cornerstones of the early New Deal. In May 1935, in 

Schechter v. United States, the Court unanimously ruled 

the National Industrial Recovery Act unconstitutional 

because it delegated Congress’s lawmaking power to 

the executive branch and extended federal authority 

to intrastate (in contrast to interstate) commerce. 

Roosevelt protested but watched helplessly as the Court 

struck down more New Deal legislation: the Agricul-

tural Adjustment Act, the Railroad Retire ment Act, 

and a debt-relief law known as the Frazier-Lemke Act.

Critics on the Populist Left If business leaders and 

the Supreme Court thought that the New Deal had 

gone too far, other Americans believed it had not gone 

far enough. Among these were public figures who, in 

the tradition of American populism, sought to place 

government on the side of ordinary citizens against 

Father Coughlin 

One of the foremost critics of 
the New Deal was the “Radio 
Priest,” Father Charles E. 
Coughlin. Coughlin believed 
that Roosevelt and the Demo-
cratic Party had not gone far 
enough in their efforts to ensure 
the social welfare of all citizens. 
For instance, he and his organi-
zation, the National Union for 
Social Justice, urged Roosevelt to 
nationalize the banks. Coughlin, 
whose radio audience reached 
30 million at the height of his 
popularity, was one of the most 
recognizable religious leaders in 
the country. Unfortunately, his 
remarks in the early 1930s were 
often laced with anti-Semitism 
(anti-Jewish sentiment). 
© Bettmann/Corbis.

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST
How did critics on the right 
and left represent differ-
ent kinds of challenges to 
Roosevelt and the New 
Deal?
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corporations and the wealthy. Francis Townsend, a 

doctor from Long Beach, California, spoke for the 

nation’s elderly, most of whom had no pensions and 

feared poverty. In 1933, Townsend proposed the Old 

Age Revolving Pension Plan, which would give $200 a 

month (about $3,300 today) to citizens over the age of 

sixty. To receive payments, the elderly would have to 

retire and open their positions to younger workers. 

Townsend Clubs sprang up across the country in 

support of the Townsend Plan, mobilizing mass sup-

port for old-age pensions.

The most direct political threat to Roosevelt came 

from Louisiana senator Huey Long. As the Democratic 

governor of Louisiana from 1928 to 1932, the flam-

boyant Long had achieved stunning popularity. He 

increased taxes on corporations, lowered the utility 

bills of consumers, and built new highways, hospitals, 

and schools. To push through these measures, Long 

seized almost dictatorial control of the state govern-

ment. Now a U.S. senator, Long broke with the New 

Deal in 1934 and, like Townsend, established a national 

movement. According to his Share Our Wealth Society, 

inequalities in the distribution of wealth prohibited 

millions of ordinary families from buying goods, which 

kept factories humming. Long’s society advocated a tax 

of 100 percent on all income over $1 million and on all 

inheritances over $5 million. He hoped that this popu-

list program would carry him into the White House.

That prospect encouraged conservatives, who 

hoped that a split between New Dealers and populist 

reformers might return the Republican Party, and its 

ideology of limited government and free enterprise, to 

political power. In fact, Roosevelt feared that Townsend 

and Long, along with the popular “radio priest,” Father 

Charles Coughlin, might join forces to form a third 

party. He had to respond or risk the political unity of 

the country’s liberal forces (Map 23.3). 

The Second New Deal and the 
Redefining of Liberalism, 
1935–1938
As attacks on the New Deal increased, Roosevelt and 

his advisors moved politically to the left. Historians 

have labeled this shift in policy the Second New Deal. 

Roosevelt now openly criticized the “money classes,” 

proudly stating, “We have earned the hatred of 

entrenched greed.” He also decisively countered the 

rising popularity of Townsend, Coughlin, and Long by 

adopting parts of their programs. The administration’s 

Revenue Act of 1935 proposed a substantial tax 

increase on corporate profits and higher income and 

estate taxes on the wealthy. When conservatives 

attacked this legislation as an attempt to “soak the rich,” 

Congress moderated its taxation rates. But FDR was 

satisfied. He had met the Share Our Wealth Society’s 

proposal with a tax plan of his own.

The Welfare State Comes into Being
The Revenue Act symbolized the administration’s new 

outlook. Unlike the First New Deal, which focused on 

economic recovery, the Second New Deal emphasized 

social justice and the creation of a safety net: the use of 

the federal government to assist 

working people and to provide 

economic security for the old, the 

disabled, and the unemployed. 

The resulting welfare state — a 

term applied to industrial democ-

racies that adopted various government-guaranteed 

social-welfare programs — fundamentally changed 

American society.

The Wagner Act and Social Security The first ben-

eficiary of Roosevelt’s Second New Deal was the labor 

movement. Section 7(a) of the National Industrial 

Recovery Act (NIRA) had given workers the right to 

organize unions, producing a dramatic growth in rank-

and-file militancy and leading to a strike wave in 1934. 

When the Supreme Court voided the NIRA in 1935, 

labor unions called for new legislation that would allow 

workers to organize and bargain collectively with 

employers. Named for its sponsor, Senator Robert F. 

Wagner of New York, the Wagner Act (1935) upheld 

the right of industrial workers to join unions. The act 

outlawed many practices that employers had used to 

suppress unions, such as firing workers for organiz-

ing activities. It also established the National Labor 

Relations Board (NLRB), a federal agency with the 

authority to protect workers from employer coercion 

and to guarantee collective bargaining. 

A second initiative, the Social Security Act of 1935, 

had an equally widespread impact. Other industrial-

ized societies, such as Germany and Britain, had 

created national old-age pension systems at the turn of 

the century, but American reformers had failed to 

secure a similar program in the United States. The Town-

s end and Long movements now pressed Roosevelt to 

act, giving political muscle to pension proponents 

within the administration. Children’s welfare advocates, 

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST
How did the Second New 
Deal differ from the first?
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The Social Security Act was a milestone in the 

creation of an American welfare state. Never before 

had the federal government assumed such responsi-

bility for the well-being of so many citizens. Social 

Security, as old-age pensions were known, became 

one of the most popular government programs in 

American history. On the other hand, the assistance 

program for widows and children known as Aid to 

Dependent Children (ADC) became one of its most 

controversial measures. ADC covered only 700,000 

youngsters in 1939; by 1994, its successor, Aid to 

concerned about the fate of fatherless families, also 

pressured the president. The resulting Social Security 

Act had three main provisions: old-age pensions for 

workers; a joint federal-state system of compensation 

for unemployed workers; and a program of payments 

to widowed mothers and the blind, deaf, and disabled. 

Roosevelt, however, limited the reach of the legislation. 

Knowing that compulsory pension and unemployment 

legislation alone would be controversial, he dropped a 

provision for national health insurance, fearing it 

would doom the entire bill.

Farm workers begin organizing,
California, 1933

Bonus Army march begins
in Portland, 1932

Communist-led "Ford Hunger
March," Dearborn, 1932

Kentucky miners’ strike, 1931

100,000 participate
in leftist demon-
stration in New
York City, 1930

Alabama Sharecroppers Union
organized, 1931

Sioux City farmers’
strike, 1932

Milk strikes,
Wisconsin, 1933

Textile strike,
Lawrence, 1934

General strike,
Toledo, 1934

San Francisco
general strike, 1934

Housewives’ meat strikes
Los Angeles, 1935.  Strikes
and demonstrations also
in New York, Detroit,
Denver, and Miami, 1935

National Negro Congress
organizes tobacco strike,
Richmond, 1935

Strike at General
Motors, Cleveland,
1936

Sit-down strike at General
Motors, Kansas City, 1936

Sit-down strike at
General Motors,
Flint, 1936–37 Sit-down strike, rubber

workers, Akron, 1936

Southern Tenant Farmers’
Union leads marching strikes
against cotton planters, 1935–36
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1937

RCA strike,
Camden, 1936

Strike at Republic
Steel, Chicago, 1937

Strike at General
Motors, Anderson,
1937

ILGWU garment workers
strike in San Antonio (women),
1937

Los Angeles cannery
strike (women), 1939

Seattle’s Unemployed
Citizen’s League, 1930–31

Upton Sinclair, leader of End
Poverty in California, wins
Democratic primary for
governor but loses election, 1934

Huey Long, governor of Louisiana,
1928–31, United States senator,
1931–35, launches national
Share-Our-Wealth Society, 1934

Progressive Party
launched, Madison,
1934

Dr. Francis Townsend proposes
an "Old Age Revolving Pension"
and organizes Townsend Clubs
with the slogan, "$200 a month
at sixty," 1933–34

Father Charles
Coughlin, the 
"Radio Priest,"
organizes the
National Union
for Social Justice,
1934

Strike at General Motors,
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MAP 23.3
Popular Protest in the Great Depression, 1933–1939

The depression forced Americans to look closely at their society, and many of them did not like 
what they saw. Some citizens expressed their discon tent through pop ular movements, and this 
map suggests the geography of discontent. The industrial Midwest witnessed union movements, 
strikes, and Radio Priest Charles Coughlin’s demands for social reform. Simultaneously, farmers’ 
movements — tenants in the South, smallholders in the agricultural Midwest — engaged in strikes 
and dumping campaigns and rallied behind the ideas of progressives in Wisconsin and Huey Long 
in the South. Protests took diverse forms in California, which was home to strikes by farmworkers, 
women, and — in San Francisco — all wageworkers. The West was also the seedbed of two impor-
tant reform pro posals: Upton Sinclair’s End Poverty in California (EPIC) movement and Francis 
Townsend’s Old Age Revolving Pension clubs.
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From Reform to Stalemate
Roosevelt’s first term had seen an extraordinary expan-

sion of the federal state. The great burst of government 

action between 1933 and 1935 was unequaled in the 

nation’s history (though Congress and President 

Lyndon Johnson nearly matched it in 1965–1966; see 

Chapter 28). Roosevelt’s second term, however, was 

characterized by a series of political entanglements and 

economic bad news that stifled further reform.

The 1936 Election FDR was never enthusiastic 

about public relief programs. But with the election of 

1936 on the horizon and 10 million Americans still out 

of work, he won funding for the Works Progress 
Administration (WPA). Under the energetic direction 

of Harry Hopkins, the WPA employed 8.5 million 

Americans between 1935, when it was established, and 

1943. The agency’s workers constructed or repaired 

651,087 miles of road, 124,087 bridges, 125,110 public 

buildings, 8,192 parks, and 853 airports. But although 

the WPA was an extravagant operation by 1930s stan-

dards, it reached only about one-third of the nation’s 

unemployed.

Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), enrolled 

14.1 million Americans. A minor program during the 

New Deal, AFDC grew enormously in the 1960s and 

remained an often maligned cornerstone of the wel-

fare state until it was eliminated under President 

Clinton in 1996.

New Deal Liberalism The Second New Deal 

created what historians call New Deal liberalism. 

Classi cal liberalism held individual liberty to be the 

foundation of a democratic society, and the word 

liberal had traditionally denoted support for free-

market policies and weak government. Roosevelt and 

his advisors, along with intellectuals such as British 

economist John Maynard Keynes, disagreed. They 

countered that, to preserve individual liberty, govern-

ment must assist the needy and guarantee the basic 

welfare of citizens. This liberal welfare state was 

opposed by inheritors of the nineteenth-century 

ideology of laissez-faire capitalism, who gradually 

became known as conservatives. These two visions of 

liberty and government — with liberals on one side 

and conservatives on the other — would shape Ameri-

can politics for the next half century. 

United Auto Workers 
Strike

Trade unions were among 
the most active and vocal 
organizations of the 1930s. 
Organized labor led a num-
ber of major strikes between 
1934 and 1936 in various 
industries. None was more 
important to the future 
of trade unions than the 
sit-down strikes at major 
automobile plants, includ-
ing General Motors and 
Chevrolet in Flint, Michigan, 
in 1936 and 1937. These 
strikes, in which workers 
stopped the assembly lines 
but refused to leave the fac-
tories, compelled GM to 
recognize the United Auto 
Workers (UAW), which 
became one of the strongest 
trade unions in American his-
tory. © Bettmann/Corbis.
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As the 1936 election approached, new voters joined 

the Democratic Party. Many had personally benefitted 

from New Deal programs such as the WPA or knew 

people who had (Table 23.2). One was Jack Reagan, 

a down-on-his-luck shoe salesman (and the father 

of future president Ronald Reagan), who took a job 

as a federal relief administrator in Dixon, Illinois, 

and became a strong supporter of the New Deal. In 

addition to voters such as Reagan, Roosevelt could 

count on a powerful coalition of organized labor, mid-

western farmers, white ethnic groups, northern African 

Ameri cans, and middle-class families concerned about 

unem ployment and old-age security. He also com-

manded the support of intellectuals and progressive 

Republicans. With difficulty, the Democrats held on to 

the votes of their white southern constituency as well. 

Republicans recognized that the New Deal was too 

popular to oppose directly, so they chose as their can-

didate the progressive governor of Kansas, Alfred M. 

Landon. Landon accepted the legitimacy of many New 

Deal programs but criticized their inefficiency and 

expense. He also pointed to authoritarian regimes in 

Italy and Germany and hinted that FDR harbored sim-

ilar dictatorial ambitions. These charges fell on deaf 

ears. Roosevelt’s victory in 1936 was one of the most 

lopsided in American history. The assassination of 

Huey Long by a Louisiana political rival in September 

1935 had eliminated the threat of a serious third-party 

challenge. Roosevelt received 60 percent of the popular 

vote and carried every state except Maine and Vermont. 

Organized labor, in particular, mobilized on behalf of 

FDR, donating money, canvassing door to door, and 

registering hundreds of thousands of new voters. The 

New Republic, a liberal publication, boasted that “it was 

the greatest revolution in our political history.” 

“I see one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-

nourished,” the president declared in his second inau-

gural address in January 1937. But any hopes that FDR 

had for expanding the liberal welfare state were quickly 

dashed. Within a year, staunch opposition to Roosevelt’s 

initiatives arose in Congress, and a sharp recession 

undermined confidence in his economic leadership.

Court Battle and Economic Recession Roosevelt’s 

first setback in 1937 came when he surprised the nation 

by asking for fundamental changes to the Supreme 

Court. In 1935, the Court had struck down a series of 

New Deal measures by the narrow margin of 5 to 4. 

With the Wagner Act, the Tennessee Valley Authority, 

and Social Security all slated to come before the Court, 

the future of the New Deal rested in the hands of a few 

elderly, conservative-minded judges. To diminish their 

influence, the president proposed adding a new justice 

to the Court for every member over the age of seventy, 

a scheme that would have brought six new judges to 

the bench at the time the legislation was proposed. 

Roosevelt’s opponents protested that he was trying to 

“pack” the Court. After a bitter, months-long debate, 

Congress rejected this blatant attempt to alter the judi-

ciary to the president’s advantage.

TABLE 23.2

Major New Deal Legislation

Agriculture

1933 Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA)

1935
Resettlement Administration (RA)
Rural Electrification Administration

1937 Farm Security Administration (FSA)

1938 Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1938

Finance and Industry

1933 Emergency Banking Act
Glass-Steagall Act (created the FDIC)
National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA)

1934 Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC)

1935 Banking Act of 1935
Revenue Act (wealth tax)

Conservation and the Environment

1933 Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA)
Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC)
Soil Conservation and Domestic Allotment 
Act

Labor and Social Welfare

1933 Section 7(a) of NIRA

1935 National Labor Relations Act (Wagner Act)
National Labor Relations Board (NLRB)
Social Security Act

1937 National Housing Act

1938 Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA)

Relief and Reconstruction

1933 Federal Emergency Relief Administration 
(FERA)
Civil Works Administration (CWA)
Public Works Administration (PWA)

1935 Works Progress Administration (WPA)
National Youth Administration (NYA)
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If Roosevelt lost the battle, he went on to win the 

war. Swayed in part by the president’s overwhelming 

electoral victory in the 1936 election, the Court upheld 

the Wagner and Social Security Acts. Moreover, a series 

of timely resignations allowed Roosevelt to reshape the 

Supreme Court after all. His new appointees — who 

included the liberal-leaning and generally pro–New 

Deal Hugo Black, Felix Frankfurter, and William O. 

Douglas — viewed the Constitution as a “living docu-

ment” that had to be interpreted in the light of present 

conditions.

The so-called Roosevelt recession of 1937–1938 

dealt another blow to the president. From 1933 to 1937, 

gross domestic product had grown at a yearly rate of 

about 10 percent, bringing industrial output back to 

1929 levels. Unemployment had declined from 25 per-

cent to 14 percent. “The emergency has passed,” 

declared Senator James F. Byrnes of South Carolina. 

Acting on this assumption, Roosevelt slashed the fed-

eral budget. Following the president’s lead, Congress 

cut the WPA’s funding in half, causing layoffs of about 

1.5 million workers, and the Federal Reserve, fearing 

inflation, raised interest rates. These measures halted 

recovery. The stock market responded by dropping 

sharply, and unemployment jumped to 19 percent. 

Quickly reversing course, Roosevelt began once again 

to spend his way out of the recession by boosting fund-

ing for the WPA and resuming public works projects.

Although improvised, this spending program 

accorded with the theories of John Maynard Keynes, a 

visionary British economist. Keynes transformed eco-

nomic thinking in capitalist societies in the 1920s by 

arguing that government intervention could smooth 

out the highs and lows of the business cycle through 

deficit spending and the manipulation of interest rates, 

which determined the money supply. This view was 

sharply criticized by Republicans and conservative 

Democrats in the 1930s, who disliked government 

intervention in the economy. But Keynesian econom-
ics gradually won wider acceptance as World War II 

defense spending finally ended the Great Depression.

A reformer rather than a revolutionary, Roosevelt 

had preserved capitalism and liberal individualism — 

even as he transformed them in significant ways. At the 

same time, conservatives had reclaimed a measure of 

power in Congress, and those who believed the New 

Deal had created an intrusive federal bureaucracy kept 

reform in check after 1937. Throughout Roosevelt’s 

second term, a conservative coalition of southern 

Democrats, rural Republicans, and industrial interests 

in both parties worked to block or impede social legis-

lation. By 1939, the era of change was over.

The New Deal’s Impact 
on Society
Whatever its limits, the New Deal had a tremendous 

impact. Its ideology of social-welfare liberalism funda-

mentally altered Americans’ relationship to their gov-

ernment and provided assistance to a wide range of 

ordinary people: the unemployed, the elderly, workers, 

and the poor. In doing so, New Dealers created a siz-

able federal bureaucracy: the number of civilian federal 

employees increased by 80 percent between 1929 and 

1940, reaching a total of 1 million. The expendi-

tures — and deficits — of the federal government grew 

at an even faster rate. In 1930, the Hoover administra-

tion spent $3.1 billion and had a surplus of almost $1 

billion; in 1939, New Dealers expended $9.4 billion 

and ran a deficit of nearly $3 billion (still small by later 

standards). But the New Deal represented more than 

figures on a balance sheet. Across the country, the new 

era in government inspired democratic visions among 

ordinary citizens (Thinking Like a Historian, p. 752). 

A People’s Democracy
In 1939, writer John La Touche and musician Earl 

Robinson produced “Ballad for Americans.” A patri-

otic song, it called for uniting “everybody who’s 

nobody . . . Irish, Negro, Jewish, Italian, French, and 

English, Spanish, Russian, Chinese, Polish, Scotch, 

Hungarian, Litvak, Swedish, Finnish, Canadian, Greek, 

and Turk, and Czech and double Czech American.” 

The song captured the democratic aspirations that the 

New Deal had awakened. Millions of ordinary people 

believed that the nation could, and should, become 

more egalitarian. Influenced by the liberal spirit of the 

New Deal, Americans from all walks of life seized the 

opportunity to push for change in the nation’s social 

and political institutions.

Organized Labor Demoralized and shrinking dur-

ing the 1920s, labor unions increased their numbers 

and clout during the New Deal, thanks to the Wagner 

Act. “The era of privilege and predatory individuals is 

over,” labor leader John L. Lewis declared. By the end 

of the decade, the number of unionized workers had 

tripled to 23 percent of the nonagricultural workforce. 

A new union movement, led by the Congress of 

Industrial Organizations (CIO), promoted “industrial 

unionism” — organizing all the workers in an industry, 

from skilled machinists to unskilled janitors, into a 

single union. The American Federation of Labor (AFL), 
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The New Deal and 

Public Works

T H I N K I N G  L I K E 
A  H I S T O R I A N

More than half a dozen New Deal programs were devoted to building up the 
physical and cultural infrastructure of the country. The former included roads, 
bridges, dams, trails, and national parks. The latter included artwork, murals, 
plays, and other forms of literary expression. Examine the following documents 
and use them collectively to analyze the New Deal’s relationship to infrastruc-
ture, art, culture, and politics.

1. Harold L. Ickes, secretary of the interior, The New 
Democracy, 1934.

Our Government is no longer a laissez-faire Government, 

exercising traditional and more or less impersonal pow-

ers. There exists in Washington a sense of responsibility 

for the health, safety, and well-being of the people. . . . 

I believe that we are at the dawn of a day when the aver-

age man, woman, and child in the United States will have 

an opportunity for a happier and richer life. And it is just 

and desirable that this should be so. . . . We are not here 

merely to endure a purgatorial existence in anticipation 

of a beatific eternity after the grave closes on us. We are 

here with hopes and aspirations and legitimate desires 

that we are entitled to have satisfied to at least a reason-

able degree. Nor will such a social program as we are 

discussing cause a strain on our economic system.

2. Herbert Johnson cartoon, Saturday Evening Post, 
1935.

3. Federal Writers’ Project interview with a WPA 
draftsman, Newburyport, Massachusetts, June 25, 
1939.

One reason people here don’t like the WPA is because 

they don’t understand it’s not all bums and drunks and 

aliens! Nobody ever explains to them that they’d never 

have had the new High School they’re so [. . .] proud of 

if it hadn’t been for the WPA. They don’t stop to figure 

that new brick sidewalks wouldn’t be there, the shade 

trees wouldn’t be all dressed up to look at along High 

Street and all around town, if it weren’t for WPA projects. 

To most in this town, and I guess it’s not much different in 

this, than any other New England place, WPA’s just a racket, 

set up to give a bunch of loafers and drunks steady pay to 

indulge in their vices! They don’t stop to consider that on 

WPA are men and women who have traveled places and 

seen things, been educated and found their jobs folded 

up and nothing to replace them with.

The Granger Collection, New York.
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ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE
1. What sorts of reasons do the authors of sources 1 and 

5 give for supporting New Deal programs? What does 
the “good life” look like in their view, and how is it con-
nected to the New Deal?

2. What do sources 2 and 3 suggest about possible opposi-
tion to New Deal programs? What sorts of public bur-
dens do New Deal opponents envision?

3. Consider source 4. What can we learn from a mural 
about the spirit of the New Deal? Identity specific ele-
ments of the mural and think about what they might 
signify about the society the muralist envisioned. What 
kind of faith in the federal government does the mural 
reveal?

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
Using evidence from the sources in this feature, alongside 
material from the chapter and from your knowledge of the 
period, write an essay in which you analyze Americans’ atti-
tudes toward New Deal public works projects. If they were 
positive or optimistic, what was the basis of their optimism? 
If they were critical, what was the basis of their criticism? 
From these sources, can you identify a governing spirit of 
New Deal reform?

4. Ben Shahn, WPA mural, 1938. This is part of a 
three-panel mural commissioned by the Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) and painted at a 
public school in Roosevelt, New Jersey, by the 
well-known artist Ben Shahn.

Courtesy of Roosevelt Arts Project/Picture Research Consultants & Archives

5. David E. Lilienthal, TVA: Democracy on the 
March, 1944. Written by the former chairman 
of the Tennessee Valley Authority.

I believe men may learn to work in harmony with the 

forces of nature, neither despoiling what God has given 

nor helpless to put them to use. I believe in the great 

potentialities for well-being of the machine and technol-

ogy and science; and though they do hold a real threat of 

enslavement and frustration for the human spirit, I believe 

those dangers can be averted. I believe that through the 

practice of democracy the world of technology holds out 

the greatest opportunity in all history for the development 

of the individual, according to his own talents, aspirations, 

and willingness to carry the responsibilities of a free 

man. . . . 

Such are the things that have happened in the Tennes-

see Valley. Here men and science and organizational skills 

applied to the resources of waters, land, forests, and min-

erals have yielded great benefits for the people. And it is 

just such fruits of technology and resources that people 

all over the world will, more and more, demand for them-

selves. That people believe these things can be theirs — this 

it is that constitutes the real revolution of our time, the 

dominant political fact of the generation that lies ahead.

Sources: (1) Harold L. Ickes, The New Democracy (New York: W. W. Norton & 

Company Inc., 1934), 60–61; (3) Federal Writers’ Project Life Histories, Library of 

Congress, lcweb2.loc.gov/ammem/wpaintro/wpahome.html; (5) David E. Lilienthal, 

TVA: Democracy on the March (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1944), xxii, 3. 
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representing the other major group of unions, favored 

organizing workers on a craft-by-craft basis. Both fed-

erations dramatically increased their membership in 

the second half of the 1930s.

Labor’s new vitality translated into political action 

and a long-lasting alliance with the Democratic Party. 

The CIO helped fund Democratic campaigns in 1936, 

and its political action committee became a major 

Democratic contributor during the 1940s. These suc-

cesses were real but limited. The labor movement did 

not become the dominant force in the United States 

that it was in Europe, and unions never enrolled a 

majority of American wageworkers. Antiunion employer 

groups such as the National Association of Manu-

facturers and the Chamber of Commerce remained 

powerful forces in American business life. After a 

decade of gains, organized labor remained an impor-

tant, but secondary, force in American industry.

Women and the New Deal Because policymakers 

saw the depression primarily as a crisis of male bread-

winners, the New Deal did not directly challenge gen-

der inequities. New Deal measures generally enhanced 

women’s welfare, but few addressed their specific needs 

and concerns. However, the Roosevelt administration 

did welcome women into the higher ranks of govern-

ment. Frances Perkins, the first woman named to a 

cabinet post, served as secretary of labor throughout 

Roosevelt’s presidency. While relatively few, female 

appointees often worked to open up other opportuni-

ties in government for talented women.

The most prominent woman in American politics 

was the president’s wife, Eleanor Roosevelt. In the 

1920s, she had worked to expand positions for women 

in political parties, labor unions, and education. A tire-

less advocate for women’s rights, during her years in 

the White House Mrs. Roosevelt emerged as an inde-

pendent public figure and the most influential First 

Lady in the nation’s history. Descending into coal 

mines to view working conditions, meeting with 

African Americans seeking antilynching laws, and 

talking to people on breadlines, she became the con-

science of the New Deal, pushing her husband to do 

more for the disadvantaged. “I sometimes acted as a 

spur,” Mrs. Roosevelt later reflected, “even though the 

spurring was not always wanted 

or welcome.” 

Without the intervention of 

Eleanor Roosevelt, Frances 

Perkins, and other prominent 

women, New Deal policymakers 

would have largely ignored the 

needs of women. A fourth of the National Recovery 

Act’s employment rules set a lower minimum wage for 

women than for men performing the same jobs, and 

only 7 percent of the workers hired by the Civil Works 

Administration were female. The Civilian Conservation 

Corps excluded women entirely. Women fared better 

under the Works Progress Administration; at its peak, 

405,000 women were on the payroll. Most Americans 

agreed with such policies. When Gallup pollsters in 

1936 asked people whether wives should work outside 

the home when their husbands had jobs, 82 percent 

said no. Such sentiment reflected a persistent belief in 

women’s secondary status in American economic life.

African Americans Under the New Deal Across 

the nation, but especially in the South, African 

Americans held the lowest-paying jobs and faced harsh 

social and political discrimination. Though FDR did 

not fundamentally change this fact, he was the most 

popular president among African Americans since 

Abraham Lincoln. African Americans held 18 percent 

of WPA jobs, although they constituted 10 percent of 

the population. The Resettlement Administration, 

established in 1935 to help small farmers and tenants 

buy land, actively protected the rights of black tenant 

Roosevelts Visit Camp Tara

Franklin Roosevelt was a wealthy patrician, but one of his 
great political skills was the ability to connect with ordinary 
Americans. His wife, Eleanor, shared a similar gift, perhaps to 
an even greater degree. In an era when staged photographs 
had become an important part of a politician’s image-making, 
Roosevelt made certain to appear frequently in settings in 
which he mingled with the public. Here, he and Eleanor visit 
a vocational training camp for jobless women in 1934; FDR 
is seated on the far left while Eleanor greets two women 
standing beside the car. AP/Wide World Photos.

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST
What aspects of the New 
Deal inspired ordinary 
Americans? What stymied 
their ambitions?
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farmers. Black involvement in the New Deal, however, 

could not undo centuries of racial subordination, nor 

could it change the overwhelming power of southern 

whites in the Democratic Party.

Nevertheless, black Americans received significant 

benefits from New Deal relief programs and believed 

that the White House cared about their plight, which 

caused a momentous shift in their political allegiance. 

Since the Civil War, black voters had staunchly sup-

ported the Republican Party, the party of Abraham 

Lincoln, known as the Great Emancipator. Even in the 

depression year of 1932, they overwhelmingly sup-

ported Repub lican candidates. But in 1936, as part of 

the tidal wave of national support for FDR, northern 

African Ameri cans gave Roosevelt 71 percent of their 

votes and have remained solidly Democratic ever since.

African Americans supported the New Deal partly 

because the Roosevelt administration appointed a 

number of black people to federal office, and an infor-

mal “black cabinet” of prominent African American 

intellectuals advised New Deal agencies. Among the 

most important appointees was Mary McLeod 

Bethune. Born in 1875 in South Carolina to former 

slaves, Bethune founded Bethune-Cookman College 

and served during the 1920s as president of the 

National Association of Colored Women. She joined 

the New Deal in 1935, confiding to a friend that she 

“believed in the democratic and humane program” of 

FDR. Americans, Bethune observed, had to become 

“accustomed to seeing Negroes in high places.” Bethune 

had access to the White House and pushed continually 

for New Deal programs to help African Americans.

But the New Deal was limited in its approach to 

race. Roosevelt did not go further in support of black 

rights, because of both his own racial blinders and his 

need for the votes of the white southern Democrats in 

Congress — including powerful southern senators, 

many of whom held influential committee posts in 

Congress. Most New Deal programs reflected prevail-

ing racial attitudes. Roosevelt and other New Dealers 

had to trim their proposals of measures that would 

substantially benefit African Americans. Civilian 

Conservation Corps camps segregated blacks, and 

most NRA rules did not protect black workers from 

discrimination. Both Social Security and the Wagner 

Act explicitly excluded the domestic and agricultural 

jobs held by most African Americans in the 1930s. 

Roosevelt also refused to support legislation making 

lynching a federal crime, which was one of the most 

pressing demands of African Americans in the 1930s. 

Between 1882 and 1930, more than 2,500 African 

Americans were lynched by white mobs in the southern 

states, which means that statistically, one man, woman, 

or child was murdered every week for fifty years. But 

despite pleas from black leaders, and from Mrs. 

Roosevelt herself, FDR feared that southern white 

Democrats would block his other reforms in retaliation 

for such legislation.

If lynching embodied southern lawlessness, south-

ern law was not much better. In an infamous 1931 case 

in Scottsboro, Alabama, nine young black men were 

accused of rape by two white women hitching a ride on 

a freight train. The women’s stories contained many 

inconsistencies, but within weeks a white jury had con-

victed all nine defendants; eight received the death sen-

tence. After the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the 

sentences because the defendants had been denied 

adequate legal counsel, five of the men were again con-

victed and sentenced to long prison terms. Across the 

country, the Scottsboro Boys, as they were known, 

inspired solidarity within African American commu-

nities. Among whites, the Communist Party took the 

lead in publicizing the case — and was one of the only 

white organizations to do so — helping to support the 

Scottsboro Defense Committee, which raised money 

for legal efforts on the defendants’ behalf. 

In southern agriculture, where many sharecroppers 

were black while landowners and government admin-

istrators were white, the Agricultural Adjustment Act 

hurt rather than helped the poorest African Americans. 

White landowners collected government subsidy 

checks but refused to distribute payments to their 

sharecroppers. Such practices forced 200,000 black 

families off the land. Some black farmers tried to pro-

tect themselves by joining the Southern Tenant Farmers 

Union (STFU), a biracial organization founded in 

1934. “The same chain that holds you holds my people, 

too,” an elderly black farmer reminded his white neigh-

bors. But landowners had such economic power and 

such support from local sheriffs that the STFU could 

do little.

A generation of African American leaders came of 

age inspired by the New Deal’s democratic promise. 

But it remained just a promise. From the outset, New 

Dealers wrestled with potentially fatal racial politics. 

Franklin Roosevelt and the Democratic Party depended 

heavily on white voters in the South, who were deter-

mined to maintain racial segregation and white 

supremacy. But many Democrats in the North and 

West — centers of New Deal liberalism — would come 

to oppose racial discrimination. This meant, ironically, 

that the nation’s most liberal political forces and some 

of its most conservative political forces existed side by 

side in the same political party. Another thirty years 
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would pass before black Americans would gain an 

opportunity to reform U.S. racial laws and practices.

Indian Policy New Deal reformers seized the oppor-

tunity to implement their vision for the future of Native 

Americans, with mixed results. Indian peoples had 

long been one of the nation’s most disadvantaged and 

powerless groups. In 1934, the average individual 

Indian income was only $48 per year, and the Native 

American unemployment rate was three times the 

national average. The plight of Native Americans won 

the attention of the progressive commissioner of the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), John Collier, an intel-

lectual and critic of past BIA practices. Collier under-

stood what Native Americans had long known: that the 

government’s decades-long policy of forced assimila-

tion, prohibition of Indian religions, and confiscation 

of Indian lands had left most tribes poor, isolated, and 

without basic self-determination.

Collier helped to write and push through Congress 

the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934, sometimes 

called the Indian New Deal. On the positive side, the 

law reversed the Dawes Act of 1887 (Chapter 16) by 

promoting Indian self-government through formal 

constitutions and democratically elected tribal coun-

cils. A majority of Indian peoples — some 181 tribes — 

accepted the reorganization policy, but 77 declined to 

participate, primarily because they preferred the tradi-

tional way of making decisions by consensus rather 

than by majority vote. Through the new law, Indians 

won a greater degree of religious freedom, and tribal 

governments regained their status as semisovereign 

dependent nations. When the latter policy was upheld 

by the courts, Indian people gained a measure of lever-

age that would have major implications for native 

rights in the second half of the twentieth century.

Like so many other federal Indian policies, how-

ever, the “Indian New Deal” was a mixed blessing. 

For some peoples, the act imposed a model of self-

government that proved incompatible with tribal 

traditions and languages. The Papagos of southern 

Arizona, for instance, had no words for budget or 

Scottsboro Defendants

The 1931 trial in Scottsboro, Alabama, of 
nine black youths accused of raping two 
white women became a symbol of the 
injustices African Americans faced in the 
South’s legal system. Denied access to an 
attorney, the defendants were found guilty 
after a three-day trial, and eight were sen-
tenced to death. When the U.S. Supreme 
Court overturned their convictions in 
1932, the International Labor Defense 
Organization hired noted criminal attor-
ney Samuel Leibowitz to argue the case. 
Leibowitz eventually won the acquittal of 
four defendants and jail sentences for the 
rest. This 1933 photograph, taken in a 
Decatur jail, shows Leibowitz conferring 
with Haywood Patterson, in front of the 
other eight defendants. Brown Brothers.
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representative, and they made no linguistic distinctions 

among law, rule, charter, and constitution. In another 

case, the nation’s largest tribe, the Navajos, rejected the 

BIA’s new policy, largely because the government was 

simultaneously reducing Navajo livestock to protect the 

Boulder Dam project. In theory, the new policy gave 

Indians a much greater degree of self-determination. 

In practice, however, although some tribes did benefit, 

the BIA and Congress continued to interfere in inter-

nal Indian affairs and retained financial control over 

reservation governments.

Struggles in the West By the 1920s, agriculture in 

California had become a big business — intensive, 

diversified, and export-oriented. Large-scale corporate-

owned farms produced specialty crops — lettuce, toma-

toes, peaches, grapes, and cotton — whose staggered 

harvests allowed the use of transient laborers. Thou-

sands of workers, immigrants from Mexico and Asia 

and white migrants from the midwestern states, 

trooped from farm to farm and from crop to crop dur-

ing the long picking season. Some migrants settled in 

the rapidly growing cities along the West Coast, espe-

cially the sprawling metropolis of Los Angeles. Under 

both Hoover and FDR, the federal government pro-

moted the “repatriation” of Mexican citizens — their 

deportation to Mexico. Between 1929 and 1937, 

approximately half a million people of Mexican descent 

were deported. But historians estimate that more than 

60 percent of these were legal U.S. citizens, making the 

government’s actions constitutionally questionable. 

Despite the deportations, many Mexican Ameri-

cans benefitted from the New Deal and generally held 

Roosevelt and the Democratic Party in high regard. 

People of Mexican descent, like other Americans, 

took jobs with the WPA and the CCC, or received relief 

in the worst years of the depression. The National 

Youth Administration (NYA), which employed young 

people from families on relief and sponsored a vari-

ety of school programs, was especially important in 

Indian New Deal

Commissioner of Indian Affairs John Collier poses with chiefs of the Blackfoot Indian tribe in 1934. Collier 
helped reform the way the U.S. federal government treated Native Americans. As part of what many called 
the Indian New Deal, Collier lobbied Congress to pass the Indian Reorganization Act. The act gave Indian 
tribes greater control over their own affairs and ended many of the most atrocious federal practices, such 
as forcing Indian children into white-run boarding schools and dividing up and selling reservation land. The 
legislation’s long-term results were mixed, but it signaled the beginning of greater autonomy for Indian tribes 
across the country. © Bettmann/Corbis.
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southwestern cities. In California, the Mexican Ameri-

can Movement (MAM), a youth-focused organization, 

received assistance from liberal New Dealers. New 

Deal programs did not fundamentally improve the 

migrant farm labor system under which so many 

people of Mexican descent labored, but Mexicans 

joined the New Deal coalition in large numbers because 

of the Democrats’ commitment to ordinary Americans. 

“Franklin D. Roosevelt’s name was the spark that 

started thousands of Spanish-speaking persons to the 

polls,” noted one Los Angeles activist. 

Men and women of Asian descent — mostly from 

China, Japan, and the Philippines — formed a small 

minority of the American population but were a signif-

icant presence in some western cities. Immigrants from 

Japan and China had long faced discrimination. A 

1913 California law prohibited them from owning 

land. Japanese farmers, who specialized in fruit and 

vegetable crops, circumvented this restriction by put-

ting land titles in the names of their American-born 

children. As the depression cut farm prices and racial 

discrimination excluded young Japanese Americans 

from nonfarm jobs, about 20 percent of the immi-

grants returned to Japan.

Chinese Americans were less prosperous than their 

Japanese counterparts. Only 3 percent of Chinese 

Americans worked in professional and technical posi-

tions, and discrimination barred them from most 

industrial jobs. In San Francisco, the majority of 

Chinese worked in small businesses: restaurants, laun-

dries, and firms that imported textiles and ceramics. 

During the depression, they turned for assistance to 

Chinese social organizations such as huiguan (district 

associations) and to the city government; in 1931, 

about one-sixth of San Francisco’s Chinese population 

was receiving public aid. But few Chinese benefitted 

from the New Deal. Until the repeal of the Exclusion 

Act in 1943, Chinese immigrants were classified as 

“aliens ineligible for citizenship” and therefore were 

excluded from most federal programs.

Because Filipino immigrants came from a U.S. ter-

ritory, they were not affected by the ban on Asian 

Mexican American Farm Workers 

Among the most hard-pressed workers during the Great Depression were those who labored in the nation’s 
agricultural field, orchards, and processing plants. Agriculture was a big-time corporate business by the 1930s, 
and in California and other parts of the Southwest it employed hundreds of thousands of poor Mexican Amer-
icans and Mexican immigrants. Seizing on the spirit of social protest sweeping the country in the early 1930s, 
many of these workers went on strike for better wages and working conditions. Here, women from Mexican 
American communities are heading to the cotton fields near Corcoran, California, to urge workers to join a 
major strike of cotton pickers. Though the workers in Corcoran won some wage improvements in this 1933 
strike, the fierce battle between employers and workers in American agriculture was far from over and con-
tinues to this day. Library of Congress.
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immigration enacted in 1924. During the 1920s, their 

numbers swelled to about 50,000, many of whom 

worked as laborers on large corporate-owned farms. 

As the depression cut wages, Filipino immigration 

slowed to a trickle, and it was virtually cut off by the 

Tydings-McDuffie Act of 1934. The act granted inde-

pendence to the Philippines (which since 1898 had 

been an American colony), classified all Filipinos in the 

United States as aliens, and restricted immigration 

from the Philippines to fifty people per year. 

Reshaping the Environment
Attention to natural resources was a dominant theme 

of the New Deal, and the shaping of the landscape was 

among its most visible legacies. Franklin Roosevelt and 

Interior Secretary Harold Ickes saw themselves as con-

servationists in the tradition of FDR’s cousin, Theodore 

Roosevelt. In an era before environmentalism, FDR 

practiced what he called the “gospel of conservation.” 

The president cared primarily about making the 

land — and other natural resources, such as trees and 

water — better serve human needs. National policy 

stressed scientific land management and ecological 

balance. Preserving wildlife and wilderness was of sec-

ondary importance. Under Roosevelt, the federal gov-

ernment both responded to environmental crises and 

reshaped the use of natural resources, especially water, 

in the United States.

The Dust Bowl Among the most hard-pressed citi-

zens during the depression were farmers fleeing the 

“dust bowl” of the Great Plains. Between 1930 and 

1941, a severe drought afflicted the semiarid states of 

Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico, Colorado, Arkansas, 

and Kansas. Farmers in these areas had stripped the 

land of its native vegetation, which destroyed the deli-

cate ecology of the plains. To grow 

wheat and other crops, they had 

pushed agriculture beyond the 

natural limits of the soil, making 

their land vulnerable, in times of 

drought, to wind erosion of the 

topsoil (Map 23.4). When the 

winds came, huge clouds of thick 

dust rolled over the land, turning the day into night. 

This ecological disaster prompted a mass exodus. At 

least 350,000 “Okies” (so called whether or not they 

were from Oklahoma) loaded their belongings into cars 

and trucks and headed to California. John Steinbeck’s 

novel The Grapes of Wrath (1939) immortalized them, 

and New Deal photographer Dorothea Lange’s haunt-

ing images of Cali fornia migrant camps made them the 

public face of the depression’s human toll. 

MAP 23.4
The Dust Bowl and Federal Building 
Projects in the West, 1930–1941

A U.S. Weather Bureau scientist called 
the drought of the 1930s “the worst in 
the climatological history of the country.” 
Conditions were especially severe in 
the southern plains, where farming on 
marginal land threatened the environment 
even before the drought struck. As farm 
families migrated west on U.S. Route 66, 
the federal government began a series of 
massive building projects that provided 
flood control, irrigation, electric power, 
and transportation facilities to residents 
of the states of the Far West.

IDENTIFY CAUSES
Why did the natural envi-
ronment receive so much 
attention under New Deal 
programs, and with what 
result? 
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Roosevelt and Ickes believed that poor land prac-

tices made for poor people. Under their direction, 

government agencies tackled the dust bowl’s human 

causes. Agents from the newly created Soil Conserva-

tion Service, for instance, taught farmers to prevent 

soil erosion by tilling hillsides along the contours of 

the land. They also encouraged (and sometimes paid) 

farmers to take certain commercial crops out of pro-

duction and plant soil-preserving grasses instead. One 

of the U.S. Forest Service’s most widely publicized pro-

grams was the Shelterbelts, the planting of 220 million 

trees running north along the 99th meridian from 

Abilene, Texas, to the Canadian border. Planted as a 

windbreak, the trees also prevented soil erosion. A 

variety of government agencies, from the CCC to the 

U.S. Department of Agriculture, lent their expertise to 

establishing sound farming practices in the plains.

Tennessee Valley Authority The most extensive 

New Deal environmental undertaking was the Ten-
nessee Valley Authority (TVA), which Roosevelt saw 

as the first step in modernizing the South. Funded by 

Congress in 1933, the TVA integrated flood control, 

reforestation, electricity generation, and agricultural 

and industrial development. The dams and their hydro-

electric plants provided cheap electric power for homes 

and factories as well as ample recreational opportuni-

ties for the valley’s residents. The massive project won 

praise around the world (Map 23.5). 

The TVA was an integral part of the Roosevelt 

administration’s effort to keep farmers on the land 

by enhancing the quality of rural life. The Rural Elec-
trification Administration (REA), established in 1935, 

was also central to that goal. Fewer than one-tenth of 

the nation’s 6.8 million farms had electricity. The REA 

addressed this problem by promoting nonprofit farm 

cooperatives that offered loans to farmers to install 

power lines. By 1940, 40 percent of the nation’s farms 

had electricity; a decade later, 90 percent did. Electricity 

brought relief from the drudgery and isolation of farm 

life. Electric irons, vacuum cleaners, and washing 

machines eased women’s burdens, and radios bright-

ened the lives of the entire family. Along with the 

automobile and the movies, electricity broke down the 

barriers between urban and rural life.

Grand Coulee As the nation’s least populated but 

fastest-growing region, the West benefitted enor-

mously from the New Deal’s attention to the environ-

ment. With the largest number of state and federal 

parks in the country, the West gained countless trails, 

bridges, cabins, and other recreational facilities, laying 

the groundwork for the post–World War II expansion 

of western tourism. On the Colorado River, Boulder 

Dam (later renamed Hoover Dam) was completed in 

1935 with Public Works Administration funds; the 

dam generated power for the region’s growing cities 

such as Las Vegas, Los Angeles, and Phoenix.

The largest project in the West, however, took shape 

in an obscure corner of Washington State, where the 

PWA and the Bureau of Reclamation built the Grand 

Coulee Dam on the Columbia River. When it was 

completed in 1941, Grand Coulee was the largest 

electricity-producing structure in the world, and its 

150-mile lake provided irrigation for the state’s major 

crops: apples, cherries, pears, potatoes, and wheat. 

Inspired by the dam and the modernizing spirit of the 

The Human Face of the Great Depression

Migrant Mother by Dorothea Lange is one of the most 
famous documentary photographs of the 1930s. On assign-
ment for the Resettlement Administration, Lange spent only 
ten minutes in a pea-pickers’ camp in Nipomo, California. 
There she captured this image (though not the name) of the 
woman whose despair and resignation she so powerfully 
recorded. In the 1970s the woman was identified as Florence 
Thompson, a native Cherokee from Oklahoma, who disagreed 
with Lange’s recollections of the circumstances of the taking 
of the photograph. Thompson and her family had left Nipomo, 
however, by the time the publication of this image sparked a 
large relief effort directed at the camp’s migrant workers. 
Library of Congress.
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New Deal, folk singer Woody Guthrie wrote a song 

about the Columbia. “Your power is turning our dark-

ness to dawn,” he sang, “so roll on, Columbia, roll on!” 

New Deal projects that enhanced people’s enjoy-

ment of the natural environment can be seen today 

throughout the country. CCC and WPA workers built 

the famous Blue Ridge Parkway, which connects the 

Shenandoah National Park in Virginia with the Great 

Smoky Mountains National Park in North Carolina. In 

the West, government workers built the San Francisco 

Zoo, Berkeley’s Tilden Park, and the canals of San 

Antonio. The Civilian Conservation Corps helped to 

complete the East Coast’s Appalachian Trail and the 

West Coast’s Pacific Crest Trail through the Sierra 

Nevada. In state parks across the country, cabins, shel-

ters, picnic areas, lodges, and observation towers stand 

as monuments to the New Deal ethos of recreation 

coexisting with nature. 

The New Deal and the Arts
In response to the Great Depression, many American 

writers and artists redefined their relationship to soci-

ety. Never had there been a decade, critic Malcolm 

Cowley suggested in 1939, “when literary events fol-

lowed so closely on the flying coat-tails of social events.” 

New Deal administrators encouraged artists to create 

projects that would be of interest to the entire commu-

nity, not just the cultured elite. Encouraged by the 

popular New Deal slogan “Art for the millions,” artists 

painted murals in hundreds of public buildings. The 

WPA’s Federal Art Project gave work to many young 

artists who would become the twentieth century’s 

leading painters, muralists, and sculptors. Jackson 

Pollock, Alice Neel, Willem de Kooning, and Louise 

Nevelson all received support. The Federal Music 

Project and Federal Writers’ Project (FWP) employed 

15,000 musicians and 5,000 writers, respectively. Among 

the latter were Saul Bellow, Ralph Ellison, and John 

Cheever, who became great American writers. The 

FWP also collected oral histories, including two thou-

sand narratives by former slaves. The black folklorist 

and novelist Zora Neale Hurston finished three novels 

while in the Florida FWP, among them Their Eyes Were 

Watching God (1937). Richard Wright won the 1938 

Story magazine prize for the best tale by a WPA writer 

and went on to complete Native Son (1940), a searing 

novel about white racism. Similarly, the Federal Theatre 

Project (FTP) nurtured such talented directors, actors, 

and playwrights as Orson Welles, John Huston, and 

Arthur Miller.

The Legacies of the New Deal
The New Deal addressed the Great Depression by 

restoring hope and promising security. FDR and Con-

gress created a powerful social-welfare state that took 

unprecedented responsibility for the well-being of 

Amer ican citizens. During the 1930s, millions of 

people began to pay taxes directly to the Social Security 

Administration, and more than one-third of the popu-

lation received direct government assistance from 

federal programs, including old-age pensions, unem-

ployment compensation, farm loans, relief work, and 

mortgage guarantees. New legislation regulated the 

stock market, reformed the Federal Reserve System, 

MAP 23.5
The Tennessee Valley Authority, 
1933–1952

The Tennessee Valley Authority was one 
of the New Deal’s most far-reaching 
environmental projects. Between 1933 
and 1952, the TVA built twenty dams 
and improved five others, taming the 
flood-prone Tennessee River and its 
main tributaries. The cheap hydro-
electric power generated by the 
dams brought electricity to industries 
as well as hundreds of thousands of 
area resi dents, and artificial lakes 
provided extensive recreational 
facilities. Widely praised at the time, 
the TVA came under attack in the 
1970s for its practice of strip mining 
and the pollution caused by its power 
plants and chemical factories.
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and subjected business corporations to federal regula-

tion. The New Deal’s pattern of government involve-

ment in social life would persist for the rest of the 

twentieth century. In the 1960s, Lyndon Johnson and 

the “Great Society” Congress dramatically expanded 

social-welfare programs, most of which remained intact 

in the wake of the “Reagan Revolution” of the 1980s.

Like all other major social transformations, the 

New Deal was criticized both by those who thought it 

did too much and by those who believed it did too 

little. Conservatives, who prioritized limited govern-

ment and individual freedom, pointed out that the 

New Deal state intruded deeply into the personal and 

financial lives of citizens and the 

affairs of business. Conversely, 

advocates of social-welfare liber-

alism complained that the New 

Deal’s safety net had too many 

holes: no national health-care sys-

tem, welfare programs that excluded domestic workers 

and farm laborers, and state governments that often 

limited the benefits distributed under New Deal 

programs.

Whatever the merits of its critics, the New Deal 

unquestionably transformed the American political 

landscape. From 1896 to 1932, the Republican Party had 

commanded the votes of a majority of Americans. That 

changed as Franklin Roosevelt’s magnetic personality 

and innovative programs brought millions of voters 

into the Democratic fold. Demo cratic recruits included 

first- and second-generation immigrants from southern 

and central Europe — Italians, Poles, Slovaks, and Jews —  

as well as African American migrants to northern cities. 

Organized labor aligned itself with a Demo cratic 

administration that had recognized unions as a legiti-

mate force in modern industrial life. The elderly and 

the unemployed, assisted by the Social Security Act, like-

wise supported FDR. This New Deal coalition of ethnic 

groups, city dwellers, organized labor, African Ameri-

cans, and a cross section of the middle class formed the 

nucleus of the northern Democratic Party and sup-

ported additional liberal reforms in the decades to come.

Grand Coulee Dam

This extraordinary photo from a Life maga-
zine essay shows workers hitching a ride on 
a 13-ton conduit as it is lowered into place on 
the Grand Coulee Dam in Washington State. 
Dozens of dams were constructed across the 
country under the auspices of various New 
Deal programs, but none were more majestic 
than two in the West: Boulder Dam (renamed 
Hoover Dam in 1947) and Grand Coulee. Built 
to harness the awesome power of the Colum-
bia River as it rushed to the Pacific, Grand 
Coulee would ultimately provide electric power 
to Seattle, Portland, and other West Coast cities 
and new irrigation waters for Washington’s 
apple and cherry orchards, among many other 
crops. Library of Congress.

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES
What was the New Deal’s 
long-term legacy?
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Civilian Conservation Corps 
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Securities and Exchange 
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Liberty League (p. 746)

National Association of 

Manufacturers (p. 746)

Townsend Plan (p. 747)

welfare state (p. 747)

Wagner Act (p. 747)

Social Security Act (p. 747)

classical liberalism (p. 749)

Works Progress Administration 
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Roosevelt recession (p. 751)

Keynesian economics (p. 751)
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Herbert Hoover (p. 736)

Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
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Frances Perkins (p. 754)

Eleanor Roosevelt (p. 754)

Mary McLeod Bethune (p. 755)

John Collier (p. 756)

Identify and explain the significance of each term below.

SUMMARY
We have seen how Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s First 

New Deal focused on stimulating recovery, providing 

relief to the unemployed, and regulating banks and other 

financial institutions. The Second New Deal was different. 

Influenced by the persistence of the depression and the 

growing popularity of Huey Long’s Share Our Wealth 

proposals, Roosevelt promoted social-welfare legislation 

that provided Americans with economic security.

We also explored the impact of the New Deal on 

various groups of citizens, especially African Ameri cans, 

women, and unionized workers. Our survey paid par-

ticular attention to the lives of the Mexicans, Asians, 

and Okies who worked in the farms and factories of 

California. Because of New Deal assistance, the mem-

bers of those groups gravitated toward the Democratic 

Party. The party’s coalition of ethnic workers, African 

Americans, farmers, parts of the middle classes, and 

white southerners gave FDR and other Democrats a 

landslide victory in 1936.

Finally, we examined the accomplishments of the 

New Deal. In 1933, New Deal programs resolved the 

banking crisis while preserving capitalist institutions. 

Subsequently, these programs expanded the federal 

government and, through the Social Security system, 

farm subsidy programs, and public works projects, 

launched federal policies that were important to nearly 

every American. Great dams and electricity projects 

sponsored by the Tennessee Valley Authority, the 

Works Progress Administration in the West, and the 

Rural Electrification Administration permanently 

improved the quality of life for the nation’s citizens.
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1. Some historians have seen the New Deal as a natu-

ral evolution of progressive reforms from earlier in 

the century. Others have argued that it represented 

a revolution in social values and government insti-

tutions. Do you view the New Deal as an extension 

of progressivism, or a radical break with the past? 

Provide evidence for your argument.

2. How did the lives of women, workers, and racial 

and ethnic minority groups change during the 

Great Depression? What role did the New Deal 

play in helping those groups of Americans?

3. THEMATIC UNDERSTANDING Review the 

events listed under “Politics and Power,” “Identity,” 

and “Ideas, Beliefs, and Culture” on the thematic 

timeline on page 671. In what ways did the New 

Deal coalition and the emergence of the welfare 

state change the character of Ameri can politics? 

Why did Republicans oppose the Democratic ini-

tiatives, and how did these public debates shape 

visions of American national identity?

Answer these questions to demonstrate your 
understanding of the chapter’s main ideas.

REVIEW QUESTIONS 

Kristen Downey, The Woman Behind the New Deal: 

The Life of Frances Perkins, FDR’s Secretary of Labor 

and His Moral Conscience (2009). Discusses women 

and the New Deal years as seen through the life and 

career of an important reformer.

Ira Katznelson, Fear Itself: The New Deal and the 

Origins of Our Times (2013). A powerful explanation 

of the New Deal’s racial politics.

Robert S. McElvaine, The Great Depression (1984) and 

Down & Out in the Great Depression (1983). The first 

is an excellent overview of the depression and the 

New Deal; the second contains letters written by 

ordinary people.

James F. Simon, FDR and Chief Justice Hughes: The 

President, the Supreme Court, and the Epic Battle over 

the New Deal (2012). Shows the legal controversies 

surrounding FDR’s expansion of the state.

John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath (1939); Josephine 

Herbst, Pity Is Not Enough (1933); and Richard 

Wright, Native Son (1940). Classic depression-era 

novels. 

For extensive collections of 1930s materials, see the 

“New Deal Network” at newdeal.feri.org;  

government-commissioned art at archives.gov 

/exhibits/new_deal_for_the_arts; and the slave 

narratives collected by the Federal Writers’ Project 

at memory.loc.gov/ammem/snhtml.

Start here to learn more about the events discussed in this chapter.MORE TO EXPLORE

1. ACROSS TIME AND PLACE People often 

view the New Deal as a set of government programs 

and policies enacted by President Roosevelt and 

Congress. In this version, change comes from 

above. Yet there is also evidence that ordinary 

Americans played an important role in inspiring 

and championing aspects of the New Deal. Find 

several specific examples of this, and think about 

the possible connections between the struggles, 

protests, and actions of ordinary people and the 

programs of the New Deal.

2. VISUAL EVIDENCE Consider two images: the 

famous Dorothea Lange photograph of Florence 

Thompson on page 760 and the photograph of 

workers building the Grand Coulee Dam on page 

762. Why is the first image more frequently associ-

ated with the Great Depression than the second? 

How would it change our understanding of the era 

if we made the second photograph the iconic repre-

sentation of the depression?

Recognize the larger developments and continuities within 
and across chapters by answering these questions.

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS
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TIMELINE Ask yourself why this chapter begins and ends with these dates 

and then identify the links among related events.

1930  Smoot-Hawley Tariff

1931–1937  Scottsboro case: trials and appeals

1932  Bonus Army marches on Washington, D.C. 

 Franklin Delano Roosevelt elected president

1933  FDR’s inaugural address and first fireside chats 

 Emergency Banking Act begins the Hundred Days 

 FDR takes U.S. off the gold standard 

 Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) created 

 Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA) 

 National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) 

 Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) established 

 Townsend Clubs promote Old Age Revolving Pension Plan

1934  Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) created 

 Southern Tenant Farmers Union (STFU) founded 

 Indian Reorganization Act 

 Senator Huey Long promotes Share Our Wealth Society 

 Father Charles Coughlin founds National Union for Social Justice

1935  Supreme Court voids NIRA in Schechter v. United States 

 National Labor Relations (Wagner) Act 

 Social Security Act creates old-age pension system 

 Works Progress Administration (WPA) created 

 Rural Electrification Administration (REA) established 

 Supreme Court voids Agricultural Adjustment Act 

 Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) formed

1936  Landslide reelection of FDR marks peak of New Deal power

1937  FDR’s Supreme Court plan fails

1937–1938  “Roosevelt recession” raises unemployment

KEY TURNING POINTS: Identify two critical turning points between 1934 and 1937, when the 

New Deal faced specific challenges.
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IDENTIFY THE BIG IDEA 
How did World War II transform 
the United States domestically and 
change its relationship with the 
world? 

24
T

he Second World War was the 
defining international event of the 
twentieth century. Battles raged 

across six of the world’s seven continents 
and all of its oceans. It killed more than 
50 million people and wounded hundreds 
of millions more. When it was over, the industrial economies and much of the infra-
structure of Europe and East Asia lay in ruins. Waged with both technologically advanced 
weapons and massive armies, the war involved every industrialized power in Europe, 
North America, and Asia, as well as dozens of other nations, many of them colonies of 
the industrialized countries.

The military conflict began on two continents: in Asia with Japan’s 1937 invasion of 
China across the Sea of Japan, and in Europe with the 1939 blitzkrieg (lightning war) 
conducted by Germany in Poland. It ended in 1945 after American planes dropped two 
atomic bombs, the product of stunning yet ominous scientific breakthroughs, on the 
Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In between these demonstrations of techno-
logical prowess and devastating power, huge armies confronted and destroyed one 
another in the fields of France, the forests and steppes of Russia, the river valleys of 
China, the volcanic islands of the Pacific, and the deserts of North Africa.

“Armed defense of democratic existence is now being gallantly waged in four con-
tinents,” President Franklin Delano Roosevelt told the nation in January 1941. After 
remaining neutral for several years, the United States would commit to that “armed 
defense.” Both FDR and British prime minister Winston Churchill came to see the war 
as a defense of democratic values from the threat posed by German, Italian, and Japa-
nese fascism. For them, the brutal conflict was the “good war.” When the grim reality 
of the Jewish Holocaust came to light, U.S. participation in the war seemed even more 
just. But as much as it represented a struggle between democracy and fascism, it was 
also inescapably a war to maintain British, French, and Dutch control of colonies in 
Africa, India, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia. By 1945, democracy in the industrial-
ized world had been preserved, and a new Euro-American alliance had taken hold; the 
future of the vast European colonial empires, however, remained unresolved.

On the U.S. domestic front, World War II ended the Great Depression, hastened 
profound social changes, and expanded the scope and authority of the federal govern-
ment. Racial politics and gender roles shifted under the weight of wartime migration 
and labor shortages. The pace of urbanization increased as millions of Americans 
uprooted themselves and moved hundreds or thousands of miles to join the military or 
to take a war job. A stronger, more robust federal government, the product of a long, 
hard-fought war, would remain in place to fight an even longer, more expensive, and 
potentially more dangerous Cold War in the ensuing years. These developments, which 
accelerated transformations already under way, would have repercussions far into the 
postwar decades.

THE ROAD TO WAR
The Rise of Fascism

War Approaches

The Attack on Pearl Harbor

ORGANIZING FOR 
VICTORY

Financing the War

Mobilizing the American 
Fighting Force

Workers and the War Effort

Politics in Wartime

LIFE ON THE HOME 
FRONT

“For the Duration”

Migration and the Wartime City

Japanese Removal

FIGHTING AND WINNING 
THE WAR

Wartime Aims and Tensions

The War in Europe

The War in the Pacific

The Atomic Bomb and the End 
of the War

The Toll of the War

The World at War
1937–1945

C H A P T E R
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Black Mechanics in Tuskegee, Alabama World War II was a “total war,” fought on seven 
continents by hundreds of millions of people and massive national armies. Though a late arrival to the 
conflict, the United States played a critical role in defeating the Axis powers. Here, African American 
soldiers in Tuskegee, Alabama, make engine adjustments for a training flight. Jeff Ethell Color Archives.
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The Road to War
The Great Depression disrupted economic life around 

the world and brought the collapse of traditional polit-

ical institutions. In response, an antidemocratic move-

ment known as fascism, which had originated in Italy 

during the 1920s, developed in Germany, Spain, and 

Japan. By the mid-1930s, these nations had instituted 

authoritarian, militaristic governments led by power-

ful dictators: Benito Mussolini in Italy, Adolf Hitler in 

Nazi Germany, Francisco Franco in Spain, and, after 

1940, Hideki Tojo in Japan. As early as 1936, President 

Roosevelt warned that other peoples had “sold their 

heritage of freedom” and urged Americans to work for 

“the survival of democracy” both at home and abroad. 

Constrained by strong isolationist sentiment, by 1940 

FDR was cautiously leading the nation toward war 

against the fascist powers.

The Rise of Fascism
World War II had its roots in the settlement of World 

War I. Germany struggled under the harsh terms of the 

Treaty of Versailles, and Japan and Italy had their desire 

for overseas empires thwarted by the treaty makers. 

Faced with the expansive ambitions and deep resent-

ments of those countries, the League of Nations, the col-

lective security system established at Versailles, proved 

unable to maintain the existing international order.

Fascism, as instituted in Germany by Hitler, com-

bined a centralized, authoritarian state, a doctrine of 

Aryan racial supremacy, and intense nationalism in 

a call for the spiritual reawakening of the German 

people. Fascist leaders worldwide disparaged parlia-

mentary government, independent labor movements, 

and individual rights. They opposed both the eco-

nomic collectivism of the Soviet Union — where, in 

theory, the state managed the economy to ensure social 

equality — and the competitive capitalist economies of 

the United States and Western Europe. Fascist move-

ments arose around the world in the 1930s but man-

aged to achieve power in only a handful of countries. 

Those countries were at the center of global war mak-

ing in the 1930s.

Japan and Italy The first challenge came from 

Japan. To become an industrial power, Japan required 

raw materials and overseas mar-

kets. Like the Western European 

powers and the United States 

before it, Japan embraced an 

expansionary foreign policy in 

pursuit of colonial possessions and overseas influence. 

In 1931, its troops occupied Manchuria, an industrial-

ized province in northern China, and in 1937 the 

Japanese launched a full-scale invasion of China. In 

both instances, the League of Nations condemned 

Japan’s actions but did nothing to stop them.

Japan’s defiance of the League encouraged a fascist 

leader half a world away: Italy’s Benito Mussolini, who 

had come to power in 1922. Il Duce (The Leader), as 

Mussolini was known, had long denounced the Ver-

sailles treaty, which denied Italy’s colonial claims in 

Africa and the Middle East after World War I. As in 

Japan, the Italian fascists desired overseas colonies for 

raw materials, markets, and national prestige. In 1935, 

Mussolini invaded Ethiopia, one of the few remaining 

independent countries in Africa. Ethiopian emperor 

Haile Selassie appealed to the League of Nations, but 

the League’s verbal condemnation and limited sanc-

tions, its only real leverage, did not stop Italy from tak-

ing control of Ethiopia in 1936.

Hitler’s Germany Germany, however, posed the 

gravest threat to the existing world order. Huge World 

War I reparation payments, economic depression, fear 

of communism, labor unrest, and rising unemployment 

fueled the ascent of Adolf Hitler and his National 
Socialist (Nazi) Party. When Hitler became chancellor 

of Germany in 1933, the Reichstag (the German legis-

lature) granted him dictatorial powers to deal with the 

economic crisis. Hitler promptly outlawed other polit-

ical parties, arrested many of his political rivals, and 

declared himself führer (leader). Under Nazi control, 

the Reichstag invested all legislative power in Hitler’s 

hands. 

Hitler’s goal was nothing short of European domi-

nation and world power, as he had made clear in his 

1925 book Mein Kampf (My Struggle). The book out-

lined his plans to overturn the territorial settlements of 

the Versailles treaty, unite Germans living throughout 

central Europe in a great German fatherland, and annex 

large areas of Eastern Europe. The “inferior races” who 

lived in these regions — Jews, Gypsies, and Slavs — would 

be removed or subordinated to the German “master race.” 

These territories would provide Germany with what 

Hitler called “lebensraum” — a new region of settle-

ment and farming and a source of natural resources. A 

virulent anti-Semite, Hitler had long blamed Jews for 

Germany’s problems. Once in power, he began a sus-

tained and brutal persecution of Jews, which expanded 

into a campaign of extermination in the early 1940s.

In 1935, Hitler began to rearm Germany, in viola-

tion of the Versailles treaty. No one stopped him. In 

IDENTIFY CAUSES
What motivated Japanese, 
Italian, and German expan-
sionism? 
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Although Nye’s committee failed to prove its charge 

against weapon makers, its factual findings prompted 

an isolationist-minded Congress to pass a series of acts 

to prevent the nation from being drawn into another 

overseas war. The Neutrality Act of 1935 imposed an 

embargo on selling arms to warring countries and 

declared that Americans traveling on the ships of bel-

ligerent nations did so at their own risk. In 1936, 

Congress banned loans to belligerents, and in 1937 it 

imposed a “cash-and-carry” requirement: if a warring 

country wanted to purchase nonmilitary goods from 

the United States, it had to pay cash and carry them in 

its own ships, keeping the United States out of poten-

tially dangerous naval warfare.

Americans for the most part had little enthusiasm 

for war, and a wide variety of groups and individuals 

espoused isolationism. Many isolationists looked to 

Republican Ohio senator Robert Taft, who distrusted 

both Roosevelt and European nations with equal con-

viction, or to the aviator hero Charles A. Lindbergh, 

who delivered impassioned speeches against inter-

vention in Europe. Some isolationists, such as the 

conservative National Legion of Mothers of Amer-

ica, combined anticommunism, Christian morality, 

and even anti-Semitism. Isolationists were primarily 

1936, he sent troops into the Rhineland, a demilita-

rized zone under the terms of Versailles. Again, France 

and Britain took no action. Later that year, Hitler and 

Mussolini formed the Rome-Berlin Axis, a political and 

military alliance between the two fascist nations. Also 

in 1936, Germany signed a pact to create a military alli-

ance with Japan against the Soviet Union. With these 

alliances in place, and with France and Great Britain 

reluctant to oppose him, Hitler had seized the military 

advantage in Europe by 1937.

War Approaches
As Hitler pushed his initiatives in Europe, which was 

mired in economic depression as deeply as the United 

States, the Roosevelt administration faced widespread 

isolationist sentiment at home. In part, this desire to 

avoid European entanglements reflected disillusion 

with American participation in World War I. In 1934, 

Gerald P. Nye, a progressive Republican senator from 

North Dakota, launched an investigation into the prof-

its of munitions makers during that war. Nye’s commit-

tee alleged that arms manufacturers (popularly labeled 

“merchants of death”) had maneuvered President 

Wilson into World War I.

Adolf Hitler

Adolf Hitler salutes German 
troops during a parade at the 
Nazi Party’s annual congress at 
Nuremberg. German fascism 
reveled in great public spectacles, 
such as the famous Nuremberg 
rallies held every year between 
the early 1920s and the late 
1930s. Hitler used these mass 
rallies, at which tens and some-
times hundreds of thousands of 
soldiers and civilians gathered, 
to build wide support for his 
policies of aggressive militarism 
abroad and suppression of Jews 
and other minorities at home. 
Getty Images.
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conservatives, but a contingent of progressives (or lib-

erals) opposed America’s involvement in the war on 

pacifist or moral grounds. Whatever their philoso-

phies, ardent isolationists forced Roosevelt to approach 

the brewing war cautiously. 

The Popular Front Other Americans responded to 

the rise of European fascism by advocating U.S. inter-

vention. Some of the most prominent Americans push-

ing for greater involvement in Europe, even if it meant 

war, were affiliated with the Popular Front. Fearful of 

German and Japanese aggression, the Soviet Union 

instructed Communists in Western Europe and the 

United States to join with liberals in a broad coalition 

opposing fascism. This Popular Front supported vari-

ous international causes — backing the Loyalists in 

their fight against fascist leader Francisco Franco in 

the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939), for example, even 

as the United States, France, and Britain remained 

neutral.

In the United States, the Popular Front drew from a 

wide range of social groups. The American Communist 

Party, which had increased its membership to 100,000 

as the depression revealed flaws in the capitalist sys-

tem, led the way. African American civil rights activ-

ists, trade unionists, left-wing writers and intellectuals, 

and even a few New Deal administrators also joined 

the coalition. In time, however, many supporters in the 

United States grew uneasy with the Popular Front 

because of the rigidity of Communists and the brutal 

political repression in the Soviet Union under Joseph 

Stalin. Nevertheless, Popular Front activists were among 

a small but vocal group of Americans encouraging 

Roosevelt to take a stronger stand against European 

fascism.

The Failure of Appeasement Encouraged by the 

weak worldwide response to the invasions of China, 

Ethiopia, and the Rhineland, and emboldened by 

British and French neutrality during the Spanish Civil 

War, Hitler grew more aggressive in 1938. He sent 

troops to annex German-speaking Austria while mak-

ing clear his intention to seize part of Czechoslovakia. 

Because Czechoslovakia had an alliance with France, 

war seemed imminent. But at the Munich Conference 

in September 1938, Britain and France capitulated, 

agreeing to let Germany annex the Sudetenland — a 

German-speaking border area of Czechoslovakia — in 

return for Hitler’s pledge to seek no more territory. The 

agreement, declared British prime minister Neville 

Chamberlain, guaranteed “peace for our time.” Hitler 

drew a different conclusion, telling his generals: “Our 

enemies are small fry. I saw them in Munich.”

Within six months, Hitler’s forces had overrun 

the rest of Czechoslovakia and were threatening 

to march into Poland. Realizing that their policy of 

appeasement — capitulating to Hitler’s demands — had 

been disastrous, Britain and France warned Hitler that 

further aggression meant war. Then, in August 1939, 

Hitler and Stalin shocked the world by signing a mutual 

nonaggression pact. For Hitler, this pact was crucial, as 

it meant that Germany would not have to wage a two-

front war against Britain and France in the west and the 

Soviet Union in the east. On September 1, 1939, Hitler 

launched a blitzkrieg against Poland. Two days later, 

Britain and France declared war on Germany. World 

War II had officially begun.

Two days after the European war started, the United 

States declared its neutrality. But President Roosevelt 

made no secret of his sympathies. When war broke out 

Charles Lindbergh Cartoon 

Charles Lindbergh, the first person to fly solo nonstop across 
the Atlantic Ocean, was an American hero in the 1930s. In 
1941, he had become the public face of the America First 
Committee, which was determined the keep the United 
States from entering the wars raging in Europe and Asia. 
In this political cartoon from October 1941, Lindbergh is 
shown standing on a soapbox labeled “Fascism,” looking 
up at the figure of “Democracy.” The implication is that 
Lindbergh had been fooled by German propaganda into 
taking its side. Less than two months after the cartoon 
appeared, Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, and isolationist 
sentiment all but disappeared in the United States. Library 
of Congress.
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in 1914, Woodrow Wilson had told Americans to be 

neutral “in thought as well as in action.” FDR, by con-

trast, now said: “This nation will remain a neutral 

nation, but I cannot ask that every American remain 

neutral in thought as well.” The overwhelming majority 

of Americans — some 84 percent, according to a poll in 

1939 — supported Britain and France rather than 

Germany, but most wanted America to avoid another 

European war.

At first, the need for U.S. intervention seemed 

remote. After Germany conquered Poland in Septem-

ber 1939, calm settled over Europe. Then, on April 9, 

1940, German forces invaded Denmark and Norway. 

In May, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg 

fell to the swift German army. The final shock came in 

mid-June, when France too surrendered. Britain now 

stood alone against Hitler’s plans for domination of 

Europe.

Isolationism and Internationalism What Time 

magazine would later call America’s “thousand-step 

road to war” had already begun. After a bitter battle in 

Congress in 1939, Roosevelt won a change in the neu-

trality laws to allow the Allies to buy arms as well as 

nonmilitary goods on a cash-and-carry basis. Interven-

tionists, led by journalist William Allen White and his 

Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies, 
became increasingly vocal in 1940 as war escalated in 

Europe. (Interventionists were also known as “interna-

tionalists,” since they believed in engaging with, rather 

than withdrawing from, international developments.) 

In response, isolationists formed the America First 
Committee (AFC), with well-respected figures such as 

Lindbergh and Senator Nye urging the nation to stay 

out of the war. The AFC held rallies across the United 

States, and its posters, brochures, and broadsides warn-

ing against American involvement in Europe suffused 

many parts of the country, especially the Midwest.

Because of the America Firsters’ efforts, Roosevelt 

proceeded cautiously in 1940 as he moved the United 

States closer to involvement. The president did not 

want war, but he believed that most Americans “greatly 

underestimate the serious implications to our own 

future,” as he confided to White. In May, Roosevelt cre-

ated the National Defense Advisory Commission and 

brought two prominent Republicans, Henry Stimson 

and Frank Knox, into his cabinet as secretaries of war 

and the navy, respectively. During the summer, the 

president traded fifty World War I destroyers to Great 

Britain in exchange for the right to build military bases 

on British possessions in the Atlantic, circumventing 

neutrality laws by using an executive order to complete 

the deal. In October 1940, a bipartisan vote in Con-

gress approved a large increase in defense spending 

and instituted the first peacetime draft in American 

history. “We must be the great arsenal of democracy,” 

FDR declared.

As the war in Europe and the Pacific expanded, the 

United States was preparing for the 1940 presidential 

election. The crisis had convinced Roosevelt to seek 

an unprecedented third term. The Republicans nomi-

nated Wendell Willkie of Indiana, a former Democrat 

who supported many New Deal policies. The two par-

ties’ platforms differed only slightly. Both pledged aid 

to the Allies, and both candidates promised not to 

“send an American boy into the shambles of a Euro-

pean war,” as Willkie put it. Willkie’s spirited campaign 

resulted in a closer election than that of 1932 or 1936; 

nonetheless, Roosevelt won 55 percent of the popu-

lar vote.

Having been reelected, Roosevelt now undertook 

to persuade Congress to increase aid to Britain, whose 

survival he viewed as key to American security. In 

January 1941, he delivered one of 

the most important speeches of 

his career. Defining “four essen-

tial human freedoms” — freedom 

of speech, freedom of religion, 

freedom from want, and freedom 

from fear — Roosevelt cast the 

war as a noble defense of demo-

cratic societies. He then linked 

the fate of democracy in Western Europe with the new 

welfare state at home. Sounding a decidedly New Deal 

note, Roosevelt pledged to end “special privileges for 

the few” and to preserve “civil liberties for all.” Like 

President Wilson’s speech championing national self-

determination at the close of World War I, Roosevelt’s 

“Four Freedoms” speech outlined a liberal interna-

tional order with appeal well beyond its intended 

European and American audiences. 

To see a longer excerpt of the “Four Freedoms” 
speech, along with other primary sources from this 
period, see Sources for America’s History.

Two months later, in March 1941, with Britain no 

longer able to pay cash for arms, Roosevelt persuaded 

Congress to pass the Lend-Lease Act. The legislation 

authorized the president to “lease, lend, or otherwise 

dispose of” arms and equipment to Britain or any other 

country whose defense was considered vital to the 

security of the United States. When Hitler abandoned 

his nonaggression pact with Stalin and invaded the 

PLACE EVENTS 
IN CONTEXT
How did Roosevelt use 
the Four Freedoms speech 
and the Atlantic Charter 
to define the war for 
Americans?
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Soviet Union in June 1941, the United States extended 

lend-lease to the Soviets. The implementation of lend-

lease marked the unofficial entrance of the United 

States into the European war.

Roosevelt underlined his support for the Allied 

cause by meeting in August 1941 with British prime 

minister Winston Churchill (who had succeeded 

Chamberlain in 1940). Their joint press release, which 

became known as the Atlantic Charter, provided the 

ideological foundation of the Western cause. Drawing 

from Wilson’s Fourteen Points and Roosevelt’s Four 

Freedoms, the charter called for economic coopera-

tion, national self-determination, and guarantees of 

political stability after the war to ensure “that all men in 

all the lands may live out their lives in freedom from 

fear and want.” It would become the basis for a new 

American-led transatlantic alliance after the war’s con-

clusion. Its promise of national self-determination, 

however, set up potential conflict in Asia and Africa, 

where European powers would be reluctant to aban-

don their imperial holdings.

In the fall of 1941, the reality of U.S. involvement in 

the war drew closer. By September, Nazi U-boats and 

the American navy were exchanging fire in the Atlantic. 

With isolationists still a potent force, Roosevelt hesi-

tated to declare war and insisted that the United States 

would defend itself only against a direct attack. But 

behind the scenes, the president openly discussed 

American involvement with close advisors and consid-

ered war inevitable. 

The Attack on Pearl Harbor
The crucial provocation came not from Germany 

but from Japan. After Japan invaded China in 1937, 

Roosevelt had denounced “the present reign of terror 

One City (and Island) at a Time

By late 1944, the victory of the United States 
and its allies was nearly certain, but Japanese 
and German troops continued to fight with 
great courage and determination. Many Euro-
pean cities and every Pacific island had to be 
taken foot by foot. Here, American troops 
from the 325th Regiment of the 82nd Air-
borne Division advance slowly through the 
rubble-filled street of a German city in early 
1945. Jeff Ethell Color Archives.
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and international lawlessness” and suggested that 

aggressors be “quarantined” by peaceful nations. 

Despite such rhetoric, the United States refused to 

intervene later that year when Japanese troops sacked 

the city of Nanjing, massacred 300,000 Chinese resi-

dents, and raped thousands of women. 

FDR and other American officials prioritized events 

in Europe over those in East Asia, and without a coun-

terweight, Japan’s military and imperial ambitions 

expanded. In 1940, General Hideki Tojo became war 

minister. After concluding a formal military alliance 

with Germany and Italy that year, Tojo dispatched Japa-

n ese troops to occupy the northern part of the French 

colony of Indochina (present-day Vietnam, Cambodia, 

and Laos). Tojo’s goal, supported by Emp eror Hirohito, 

was to create a “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” 

under Japan’s control stretching from the Korean 

Peninsula south to Indonesia. Like Germany and Italy, 

Japan sought to match the overseas empires of Britain, 

France, Holland, and the United States.

The United States responded to the stationing of 

Japanese troops in Indochina by restricting trade with 

Japan. Roosevelt hoped that these economic sanctions 

would deter Japanese aggression. But in July 1941, 

Japanese troops staged a full-scale invasion of Indo-

china. Roosevelt then froze Japanese assets in the 

United States and stopped all trade with Japan, includ-

ing vital oil shipments that accounted for almost 80 

percent of Japanese consumption.

In October 1941, General Tojo became prime min-

ister and accelerated secret preparations for war against 

the United States. By November, American military 

intelligence knew that Japan was planning an attack 

but did not know where it would occur. Early on 

Sunday morning, December 7, 1941, Japanese bomb-

ers attacked Pearl Harbor in Hawaii, killing more than 

2,400 Americans. They destroyed or heavily damaged 

eight battleships, three cruisers, three destroyers, and 

almost two hundred airplanes.

Although the assault was devastating, it united the 

American people. Calling December 7 “a date which 

will live in infamy,” President Roosevelt asked Congress 

for a declaration of war against Japan. The Senate voted 

unanimously for war, and the House concurred by 

a vote of 388 to 1. The lone dissenter was Jeannette 

Rankin of Montana, a committed pacifist — she also 

voted against entry into World War I — and the first 

female member of Congress. Three days later, Germany 

and Italy declared war on the United States, which in 

turn declared war on the Axis powers. The long shad-

ows of two wars, one in Europe and one in Asia, had at 

long last converged over the United States.

Organizing for Victory
The task of fighting on a global scale dramatically 

increased the power of the federal government. Shifting 

from civilian to military production, raising an army, 

and assembling the necessary workforce required a mas-

sive expansion in government authority. When Congress 

passed the War Powers Act in December 1941, it gave 

President Roosevelt unprecedented control over all 

aspects of the war effort. This act marked the beginning 

of what some historians call the imperial presidency: the 

far-reaching use (and sometimes abuse) of executive 

authority during the latter part of the twentieth century.

Financing the War
Defense mobilization, not the New Deal efforts of the 

1930s, ended the Great Depression. Between 1940 and 

1945, the annual gross national product doubled, and 

after-tax profits of American businesses nearly doubled 

(America Compared, p. 774). Federal spending on war 

production powered this advance. By late 1943, two-

thirds of the economy was directly involved in the war 

effort (Figure 24.1). The government paid for these 
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Government Military and Civilian Spending as 
a Percentage of GDP, 1920–1980

Government military spending was about 
3 percent of the gross domestic product (GDP) 
in the 1920s and 1930s, but it ballooned to 
more than 25 percent during World War II, 
to 13 percent during the Korean War, and 
to nearly 10 percent during the Vietnam War. 
Federal government spending for civilian 
purposes doubled during the New Deal 
and has remained at about 17 to 20 per-
cent of GDP ever since.
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The Scales of War: 

Losses and Gains 

During World War II

A M E R I C A 
C O M P A R E D

Source: GDP data adapted From Mark Harrison, “The Economics of World War II: Six Great Powers” in International Comparison (1998), 11. Copyright © 1998 

Cambridge University Press. Reprinted by permission of Cambridge University Press.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. Why did the United States experience so many fewer deaths 

than other nations? Why were there so many deaths in East-
ern Europe and the Soviet Union?

2. Note the relative position of U.S. GDP to other indus-
trial nations in 1938 and in 1945. How were some of 
the key domestic changes discussed in the chapter, such 

as rural-urban migration, racial conflict, and women’s 
employment, linked to this economic growth? 

3. How might you use these comparisons to add to your 
understanding of key wartime developments, such as the 
Holocaust, Stalin’s demand for a second front, or the entry 
of the United States into the war?

World War II saw an extraordinary loss of life. Worldwide, at least 50 million 
people perished between 1939 and 1945 from war-related causes. The majority 
of those who died were civilians, though many millions of soldiers perished in 
battle as well. For most countries, we have reasonable estimates rather than 
precise figures. The chart below compares the United States with other major 
combatants and nations caught in this global struggle.

On the other side of the scale, the war fueled tremendous economic growth, 
at least in the United States, which was spared the physical devastation of 
Europe and East Asia. Military production for World War II lifted the United 
States out of the Great Depression. Gross domestic product (GDP) nearly dou-
bled between 1938 and 1945. Economic production in other combatant nations, 
as shown in the second figure, grew little if at all. 

FIGURE 24.2
World War II Military and Civilian Deaths, 1939–1945 
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military expenditures by raising taxes and borrowing 

money. The Revenue Act of 1942 expanded the num-

ber of people paying income taxes from 3.9 million to 

42.6 million. Taxes on personal incomes and business 

profits paid half the cost of the war. The government 

borrowed the rest, both from wealthy Americans and 

from ordinary citizens, who invested in long-term 

treasury bonds known as war bonds.

Financing and coordinating the war effort required 

far-reaching cooperation between government and 

private business. The number of civilians employed by 

the government increased almost fourfold, to 3.8 mil-

lion — a far higher rate of growth than that during 

the New Deal. The powerful War Production Board 

(WPB) awarded defense contracts, allocated scarce 

resources — such as rubber, copper, and oil — for mili-

tary uses, and persuaded businesses to convert to mili-

tary production. For example, it encouraged Ford and 

General Motors to build tanks rather than cars by 

granting generous tax advantages for re-equipping 

existing factories and building new ones. In other 

instances, the board approved “cost-plus” contracts, 

which guaranteed corporations a profit, and allowed 

them to keep new steel mills, factories, and shipyards 

after the war. Such government subsidies of defense 

industries would intensify during the Cold War and 

continue to this day.

To secure maximum production, the WPB pre-

ferred to deal with major enterprises rather than with 

small businesses. The nation’s fifty-six largest corpora-

tions received three-fourths of the war contracts; the 

top ten received one-third. The best-known contractor 

was Henry J. Kaiser. Already highly successful from 

building roads in California and the Hoover and Grand 

Coulee dams, Kaiser went from 

government construction work to 

navy shipbuilding. At his ship-

yard in Richmond, California, he 

revolutionized ship construction 

by applying Henry Ford’s tech-

niques of mass production. To 

meet wartime production sched-

ules, Kaiser broke the work process down into small, 

specialized tasks that newly trained workers could do 

easily. Soon, each of his work crews was building a 

“Liberty Ship,” a large vessel to carry cargo and troops 

to the war zone, every two weeks. The press dubbed 

him the Miracle Man. 

Central to Kaiser’s success were his close ties to 

federal agencies. The government financed the great 

TRACE CHANGE 
OVER TIME
How did the war affect the 
relationship between pri-
vate corporations and the 
federal government?

Shipyards in Wartime 

The shipyard workers shown 
here are laying the keel of the 
Joseph N. Teal, a 10,500-ton 
“Liberty” freighter bound for 
the war in the Pacific in 1942. 
Amidst scaffolding, tools, and 
wires, these workers at Henry J. 
Kaiser’s shipyard in Portland, 
Oregon, constructed the entire 
ship in just ten days after the 
keel was laid, to shatter all 
previous shipbuilding records. 
Kaiser was the king of ship-
building on the West Coast, 
with massive yards in Portland 
and the San Francisco Bay area. 
In all, Kaiser’s workers built 
nearly 1,500 ships in three 
years, one-quarter of the 
total constructed during the 
war. © Bettmann/Corbis.
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dams that he built during the depression, and the 

Reconstruction Finance Corporation lent him $300 

million to build shipyards and manufacturing plants 

during the war. Working together in this way, American 

business and government turned out a prodigious 

supply of military hardware: 86,000 tanks; 296,000 air-

planes; 15 million rifles and machine guns; 64,000 

landing craft; and 6,500 cargo ships and naval vessels. 

The American way of war, wrote the Scottish histo-

rian D. W. Brogan in 1944, was “mechanized like the 

American farm and kitchen.” America’s productive 

industrial economy, as much as or more than its troops, 

proved the decisive factor in winning World War II. 

The system of allotting contracts, along with the 

suspension of antitrust prosecutions during the war, 

created giant corporate enterprises. By 1945, the largest 

one hundred American companies produced 70 per-

cent of the nation’s industrial output. These corpora-

tions would form the core of what became known as 

the nation’s “military-industrial complex” during the 

Cold War (Chapter 25).

Mobilizing the American 
Fighting Force
The expanding federal bureaucracy also had a human 

face. To fight the war, the government mobilized 

tens of millions of soldiers, civilians, and workers — 

coordinated on a scale unprecedented in U.S. history. 

During World War II, the armed forces of the United 

States enlisted more than fifteen million men and 

women. In no other military conflict have so many 

American citizens served in the armed services. They 

came from every region and economic station: black 

sharecroppers from Alabama; white farmers from the 

Midwest; the sons and daughters of European, Mexi-

can, and Caribbean immigrants; native men from 

Navajo and Choctaw reservations and other tribal 

communities; women from every state in the nation; 

even Hollywood celebrities. From urban, rural, and 

suburban areas, from working-class and middle-class 

backgrounds — they all served in the military.

In contrast to its otherwise democratic character, 

the American army segregated the nearly one million 

African Americans in uniform. The National Asso-

ciation for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP) and other civil rights groups reprimanded 

the government, saying, “A Jim Crow army cannot 

fight for a free world,” but the military continued to 

separate African Americans and assign them menial 

duties. The poet Langston Hughes observed the irony: 

“We are elevator boys, janitors, red caps, maids — a race 

in uniform.” The military uniform, Hughes implied, 

was not assigned to African Americans so readily. Native 

Americans and Mexican Americans, on the other hand, 

were never officially segregated; they rubbed elbows 

with the sons of European immigrants and native-born 

soldiers from all regions of the country.

Among the most instrumental soldiers were the 

Native American “code talkers.” In the Pacific theater, 

native Navajo speakers communicated orders to fleet 

commanders. Japanese intelligence could not decipher 

the code because it was based on the Navajo language, 

which fewer than fifty non-Navajos in the world under-

stood. At the battle of Iwo Jima, for instance — one of 

the war’s fiercest — Navajo code talkers, working around 

the clock, sent and received more than eight hundred 

messages without error. In the European theater, army 

commanders used Comanche, Choctaw, and Cherokee 

speakers to thwart the Nazis and exchange crucial mil-

itary commands on the battlefield. No Axis nation ever 

broke these Native American codes.

Approximately 350,000 American women enlisted 

in the military. About 140,000 served in the Women’s 

Army Corps (WAC), and 100,000 served in the navy’s 

Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service 

(WAVES). One-third of the nation’s registered nurses, 

almost 75,000 overall, volunteered for military duty. In 

addition, about 1,000 Women’s Airforce Service Pilots 

(WASPs) ferried planes and supplies in noncombat 

areas. The armed forces limited the duties assigned to 

women, however. Female officers could not command 

men, and WACs and WAVES were barred from com-

bat duty, although nurses of both sexes served close to 

the front lines, risking capture or death. Most of the 

jobs that women did in the military — clerical work, 

communications, and health care — resembled wom-

en’s jobs in civilian life.

Historians still debate how to characterize the 

World War II American military. As an army of 

“citizen-soldiers,” it represented a wide stratum of soci-

ety. Military service gave a generation of men a noble 

purpose, following a decade of economic depression. 

And its ethic of patriotism further advanced the chil-

dren of immigrants into mainstream American life. 

Yet the military embodied the tensions and contradic-

tions of American society as well. The draft revealed 

appalling levels of health, fitness, and education among 

millions of Americans, spurring reformers to call 

for improved literacy and nutrition. Women’s integra-

tion into the military was marked by deep anxieties 

about their potentially negative effects on male sol-

diers as well as the threat to “womanhood” posed by 

service. The American army was like the nation itself. 
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operators (American Voices, p. 778). Women made up 

36 percent of the labor force in 1945, compared with 

24 percent at the beginning of the war. War work did 

not free women from traditional expectations and lim-

itations, however. Women often faced sexual harass-

ment on the job and usually received lower wages than 

men did. In shipyards, women with the most seniority 

and responsibility earned $6.95 a day, whereas the top 

men made as much as $22. 

Wartime work was thus bittersweet for women, 

because it combined new opportunities with old con-

straints. The majority labored in low-wage service jobs. 

Child care was often unavailable, despite the largest 

government-sponsored child-care program in history. 

When the men returned from war, Rosie the Riveter 

was usually out of a job. Government propaganda now 

encouraged women back into the home — where, it 

was implied, their true calling lay in raising families 

and standing behind the returning soldiers. But many 

married women refused, or could not afford, to put on 

aprons and stay home. Women’s participation in the 

paid labor force rebounded by the late 1940s and con-

tinued to rise over the rest of the twentieth century, 

bringing major changes in family life (Chapter 26).

Wartime Civil Rights Among African Americans, a 

new militancy prevailed during the war. Pointing to 

parallels between anti-Semitism in Germany and racial 

United in wartime purpose, the military reflected the 

strengths and weaknesses of a diverse, fractious society.

Workers and the War Effort
As millions of working-age citizens joined the military, 

the nation faced a critical labor shortage. Consequently, 

many women and African Americans joined the indus-

trial workforce, taking jobs unavailable to them before 

the conflict. Unions, benefitting from the demand for 

labor, negotiated higher wages and improved condi-

tions for America’s workers. By 1943, with the economy 

operating at full capacity, the breadlines and double-

digit unemployment of the 1930s were a memory.

Rosie the Riveter Government officials and corpo-

rate recruiters urged women to take jobs in defense 

industries, creating a new image of working women. 

“Longing won’t bring him back sooner . . . get a war 

job!” one poster urged, while artist Norman Rockwell’s 

famous “Rosie the Riveter” illustration beckoned to 

women from the cover of the Saturday Evening Post. 

The government directed its publicity at housewives, 

but many working women gladly abandoned low-

paying “women’s jobs” as domestic servants or secre-

taries for higher-paying work in the defense industry. 

Sud denly, the nation’s factories were full of women work-

ing as airplane riveters, ship welders, and drill-press 

Rosie the Riveter

Women workers install fixtures 
and assemblies to a tail fuselage 
section of a B-17 bomber at the 
Douglas Aircraft Company plant 
in Long Beach, California. To 
entice women to become war 
workers, the War Manpower 
Commission created the image 
of “Rosie the Riveter,” later 
immortalized in posters and 
by a Norman Rockwell illustra-
tion on the cover of the Saturday 
Evening Post. A popular 1942 
song celebrating Rosie went: 
“Rosie’s got a boyfriend, Charlie / 
Charlie, he’s a marine / Rosie is 
protecting Charlie / Working over-
time on the riveting machine.” 
Even as women joined the indus-
trial workforce in huge numbers 
(half a million in the aircraft 
industry alone), they were 
understood as fulfilling a 
nurturing, protective role. 
Library of Congress.
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Evelyn Gotzion

Becoming a Union Activist

Evelyn Gotzion went to work at Rayovac, a battery com-
pany in Madison, Wisconsin, in 1935; she retired in 1978. 
While at Rayovac, Gotzion and her working husband 
raised three children.

I had all kinds of jobs. [During the war] we had one line, 

a big line, where you’d work ten hours and you’d stand in 

one spot or sit in one spot. It got terrible, all day long. So 

I suggested to my foreman, the general foreman, that we 

take turns of learning everybody’s job and switching 

every half hour. Well, they [the management] didn’t like 

it, but we were on the side, every once in a while, learning 

each other’s job and learning how to do it, so eventually 

most all of us got so we could do all the jobs, [of] which 

there were probably fifteen or twenty on the line. We 

could do every job so we could go up and down the line 

and rotate. And then they found out that that was really 

a pretty good thing to do because it made the people 

happier. . . .

One day I was the steward, and they wouldn’t listen to 

me. They cut our rates, so I shut off the line, and the boss 

came up and he said, “What are you doing?” I said, “Well, 

I have asked everybody that I know why we have gotten a 

cut in pay and why we’re doing exactly the same amount 

of work as we did.” . . . So, anyhow, we wrote up a big griev-

ance and they all signed it and then I called the president 

of the union and then we had a meeting. . . . At that point 

the president decided that I should be added to the bar-

gaining committee so that I would go in and argue our 

case, because I could do it better than any of the rest of 

them because I knew what it was. . . . We finally got it 

straightened out, and we got our back pay, too. From 

then on I was on the bargaining committee all the years 

that I worked at Rayovac.

Source: Women Remember the War, 1941–1945, edited by Michael E. Stevens and 

Ellen D. Goldlust (State Historical Society of Wisconsin Press, 1993). Reprinted with 

permission of the Wisconsin Historical Society.

Women in the Wartime 

Workplace

A M E R I C A N 
V O I C E S

Donna Jean Harvey

Wartime Challenges and New Experiences

During the war Harvey raised her first child while working 
as a riveter and radio installer at a plant in Cheyenne, 
Wyoming.

I graduated from Cheyenne High School in 1940. I 

married Lewis Early Harvey in January 1941. He was 

drafted when the war broke out and was sent to the 

Aleutian Islands, and from there he transferred to the 

Paratroopers. In October I gave birth to my first son, 

Lewis Early Jr.

Labor force was critical at that time so I went to 

United Modification Plant and learned how to rivet, do 

installations of various kinds and etc. When the “new” 

radar system was implemented, I asked to be put on 

that crew. The F.B.I. investigated me and found me to 

be worthy and I proceeded to install radar along with 

my riveting duties, while waiting for the next shipment 

of planes to come in. . . . I was awarded the Army-Navy 

E Award and was presented with a pin. I’ve always been 

very proud of that!!! I certainly got educated in more 

ways than I ever expected, being a very young girl. But 

looking back I wouldn’t trade my experiences for 

anything.

My feeling about the war in most instances was a 

conglomerate of mixed emotions. I had lived a fairly 

sheltered life, but I listened and learned and managed 

to survive, but I must admit, it left a scar on my memory 

that can never be erased.

I was living in one of my parent’s apartments during 

the war and since they were both retired, they baby-sat 

my young son. My mother decided after a while that she 

too would like to do something in some little way to help. 

So she applied for maintenance and between my father 

and the girl next door, I managed to have a baby-sitter 

available at all times. The government was asking for 

rubber donations so my mother and I gave them our 

rubber girdles!! We liked to think that our girdles 

helped win the war!!!

During World War II, millions of men served in the armed forces and millions 
of women worked in war-related industries. A generation later, some of 
these women workers recounted their wartime experiences to historians in oral 
interviews.
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My life took on a totally new perspective the longer I 

worked there. I saw many tragic accidents, none of which 

I care to talk about which haunt me to this day.

I couldn’t do much socializing as I had a small infant 

at home to care for when off work and besides I was really 

pooped. Those midnight shifts were “killers.” I hope I 

never have to do that again!! I tried to write weekly letters 

to my husband in between my other duties. . . . 

Our community gathered together and collected scrap 

metals and such to help in the war effort and thanks to a 

good neighbor, who was growing a victory garden; we 

managed to get gifts of potatoes and lettuce etc. The gov-

ernment issued coupon books that allowed us two 

bananas a week, one pound of sugar and so many gallons 

of gas. We traded back and forth depending on our indi-

vidual needs. I had a 1934 Ford and fortunately, it wasn’t a 

gas eater and it managed to get me where I was going 

when I needed it. . . . 

There were no unions there at that time and no baby 

sitting service provided. The single people formed a club 

and they entertained themselves after work but I was a 

married person with a child and so I didn’t participate in 

any of their activities. . . . 

After the war was over, most people went back to their 

previous jobs. I opened a beauty salon and when my hus-

band returned home from the service he got a job with 

the Frontier Refinery. 

Source: National Park Service, Rosie the Riveter: Women Working During World War II, 

nps. gov/pwro/collection/website/donna.htm.

Fanny Christina (Tina) Hill

War Work: Social and Racial Mobility 

After migrating to Cal i fornia from Texas and working as a 
domestic servant, Tina Hill, an African American, got a 
wartime job at North American Aircraft. After time off for 
a pregnancy in 1945, Hill worked there until 1980.

Most of the men was gone, and . . .  most of the women 

was in my bracket, five or six years younger or older. I 

was twenty-four. There was a black girl that hired in with 

me. I went to work the next day, sixty cents an hour. . . .  I 

 could see where they made a difference in placing you in 

certain jobs. They had fifteen or twenty departments, but 

all the Negroes went to Department 17 because there was 

ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE
1. How did the war change the lives of these women?

2. Consider how the themes of identity and work, technol-
ogy, and economic change, connect to the lives of these 
two women. How was their experience of the wartime 
industrial workplace tied to their class and gender iden-
tities? How did labor unions affect their conditions of 
employment? 

3. These interviews occurred long after the events they 
describe. How might that long interval have affected the 
women’s accounts of those years?

nothing but shooting and bucking rivets. You stood on 

one side of the panel and your partner stood on this side 

and he would shoot the rivets with a gun and you’d buck 

them with the bar. That was about the size of it. I just 

 didn’t like it . . .  went over to the union and they told me 

what to do. I went back inside and they sent me to 

another department where you did bench work and I 

liked that much better. . . . 

Some weeks I brought home twenty-six dollars . . .  

then it gradually went up to thirty dollars [about $420 in 

2010]. . . .  Whatever you make you’re supposed to save 

some. I was also getting that fifty dollars a month from 

my husband and that was just saved right away. I was 

planning on buying a home and a car. . . .  My husband 

came back [from the war, and] . . .  looked for a job in the 

cleaning and pressing place, which was just plentiful. . . .  

That’s why he  didn’t bother to go out to North American. 

But what we both  weren’t thinking about was that they 

[North American] have better benefits because they did 

have an insurance plan and a union to back you up. Later 

he did come to work there, in 1951 or 1952. . . . 

When North American called me back [after I left to 

have a baby,] was I a happy soul! . . .  It made me live bet-

ter. It  really did.We always say that Lincoln took the bale 

off of the Negroes. I think there is a statue up there in 

Washington, D.C., where he’s lifting something off the 

Negro. Well, my sister always said — that’s why you can’t 

interview her because she’s so radical — “Hitler was the 

one that got us out of the white folks’ kitchen.” 

Source: Rosie the Riveter Revisited, by Sherna B. Gluck (Boston: G.K. Hall & Co., 1987). 

Used by permission of Susan Berger Gluck.
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creed, color, or national origin” and established the Fair 

Employment Practices Commission (FEPC). Mary 

McLeod Bethune called the wartime FEPC “a refresh-

ing shower in a thirsty land.” This federal commitment 

to black employment rights was unprecedented but 

limited: it did not affect segregation in the armed 

forces, and the FEPC could not enforce compliance 

with its orders.

Nevertheless, wartime developments laid the 

ground work for the civil rights revolution of the 1960s. 

The NAACP grew ninefold, to 450,000 members, by 

1945. In Chicago, James Farmer helped to found the 

Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) in 1942, a group 

that would become known nationwide in the 1960s 

for its direct action protests such as sit-ins. The FEPC 

inspired black organizing against employment dis-

crimination in hundreds of cities and workplaces. 

Behind this combination of government action and 

black militancy, the civil rights movement would 

advance on multiple fronts in the postwar years.

Mexican Americans, too, challenged long-standing 

practices of discrimination and exclusion. Throughout 

much of the Southwest, it was still common for signs to 

read “No Mexicans Allowed,” and Mexican American 

workers were confined to menial, low-paying jobs. 

Several organizations, including the League of United 

Latin American Citizens (LULAC) and the Congress of 

Spanish Speaking Peoples, pressed the government 

discrimination in the United States, black leaders 

waged the Double V campaign: calling for victory over 

Nazism abroad and racism at home. “This is a war for 

freedom. Whose freedom?” the renowned black leader 

W. E. B. Du Bois asked. If it meant “the freedom of 

Negroes in the Southern United States,” Du Bois 

answered, “my gun is on my shoulder.” 

Even before Pearl Harbor, black labor activism was 

on the rise. In 1940, only 240 of the nation’s 100,000 

aircraft workers were black, and most of them were 

janitors. African American leaders demanded that the 

government require defense contractors to hire more 

black workers. When Washington took no action, 

A. Philip Randolph, head of the Brotherhood of Sleep-

ing Car Porters, the largest black labor union in the 

country, announced plans for a march on Washington 

in the summer of 1941.

Roosevelt was not a strong supporter of African 

American equality, but he wanted to avoid public 

protest and a disruption of the 

nation’s war preparations. So the 

president made a deal: he issued 

Executive Order 8802, and in 

June 1941 Randolph canceled the 

march. The order prohibited “dis-

crimination in the employment 

of workers in defense industries 

or government because of race, 

Wartime Civil Rights 

Fighting fascism abroad while 
battling racism at home was 
the approach taken by black 
communities across the country 
during World War II. Securing 
democracy in Europe and Asia 
while not enjoying it in the 
United States did not seem just. 
Jobs were plentiful as the war-
time economy hummed along 
at a fevered pitch. But when 
employers and unions kept Jim 
Crow hiring policies in place, 
African Americans did not hesi-
tate to protest. Here picketers 
rally for defense jobs outside 
the Glenn Martin Plant in 
Omaha, Nebraska, in the 
early 1940s. Schomburg Center 
for Research in Black Culture, New 
York Public Library/Art Resource, NY.

UNDERSTAND 
POINTS OF VIEW
How does the slogan “A 
Jim Crow army cannot 
fight for a free world” 
connect the war abroad 
with the civil rights 
struggle at home?
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Politics in Wartime
In his 1944 State of the Union address, FDR called for a 

second Bill of Rights, one that would guarantee all 

Americans access to education and jobs, adequate food 

and clothing, and decent housing and medical care. 

Like his Four Freedoms speech, this was a call to extend 

the New Deal by broadening the rights to individual 

security and welfare guaranteed by the government. 

The answer to his call, however, would have to wait for 

the war’s conclusion. Congress created new govern-

ment benefits only for military veterans, known as 

GIs (short for “government issue”). The Servicemen’s 
Readjustment Act (1944), an extraordinarily influential 

program popularly known as the “GI Bill of Rights,” 

provided education, job training, medical care, pen-

sions, and mortgage loans for men and women who 

had served in the armed forces (Chapter 26).

The president’s call for social legislation sought to 

reinvigorate the New Deal political coalition. In the 

election of 1944, Roosevelt again headed the Demo-

cratic ticket. But party leaders, aware of FDR’s health 

problems and fearing that Vice President Henry 

Wallace’s outspoken support for labor and civil rights 

would alienate moderate voters, dropped him from the 

ticket. In his place, they chose Senator Harry S. Truman 

of Missouri, a straight-talking, no-nonsense politi-

cian with little national experience. The Republicans 

nominated Governor Thomas E. Dewey of New York. 

Dewey, who accepted the general principles of welfare-

state liberalism domestically and favored internation-

alism in foreign affairs, attracted some of Roosevelt’s 

supporters. But a majority of voters preferred political 

continuity, and Roosevelt was reelected with 53.5 per-

cent of the nationwide vote. The Democratic coalition 

retained its hold on government power, and the era of 

Republican political dominance (1896–1932) slipped 

further into the past.

Life on the Home Front
The United States escaped the physical devastation that 

ravaged Europe and East Asia, but the war profoundly 

changed the country. Americans welcomed wartime 

prosperity but shuddered when they saw a Western 

Union boy on his bicycle, fearing that he carried a 

War Department telegram reporting the death of some-

one’s son, husband, or father. Citizens also grumbled 

about annoying wartime regulations and rationing but 

accepted that their lives would be different “for the 

duration.” 

and private employers to end anti-Mexican discrimi-

nation. Mexican American workers themselves, often 

in Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) unions 

such as the Cannery Workers and Shipyard Workers, 

also led efforts to enforce the FEPC’s equal employ-

ment mandate.

Exploitation persisted, however. To meet wartime 

labor demands, the U.S. government brought tens of 

thousands of Mexican contract laborers into the United 

States under the Bracero Program. Paid little and 

treated poorly, the braceros (who took their name from 

the Spanish brazo, “arm”) highlighted the oppressive 

conditions of farm labor in the United States. After the 

war, the federal government continued to participate in 

labor exploitation, bringing hundreds of thousands of 

Mexicans into the country to perform low-wage agri-

cultural work. Future Mexican American civil rights 

leaders Dolores Huerta and Cesar Chavez began to 

fight this labor system in the 1940s.

Organized Labor During the war, unions solidified 

their position as the most powerful national voice for 

American workers and extended gains made during 

the New Deal. By 1945, almost 15 million workers 

belonged to a union, up from 9 million in 1939. 

Representatives of the major unions made a no-strike 

pledge for the duration of the war, and Roosevelt 

rewarded them by creating the National War Labor 

Board (NWLB), composed of representatives of labor, 

management, and the public. The NWLB established 

wages, hours, and working conditions and had the 

authority to seize manufacturing plants that did not 

comply. The Board’s “maintenance of membership” 

policy, which encouraged workers in major defense 

industries to join unions, also helped organized labor 

grow.

Despite these arrangements, unions endured gov-

ernment constraints and faced a sometimes hostile 

Congress. Frustrated with limits on wage increases and 

the no-strike pledge, in 1943 more than half a million 

United Mine Workers went out on strike, demanding 

a higher wage increase than that recommended by 

the NWLB. Congress responded by passing (over 

Roosevelt’s veto) the Smith-Connally Labor Act of 

1943, which allowed the president to prohibit strikes in 

defense industries and forbade political contributions 

by unions. Congressional hostility would continue to 

hamper the union movement in the postwar years. 

Although organized labor would emerge from World 

War II more powerful than at any time in U.S. history, 

its business and corporate opponents, too, would 

emerge from the war with new strength.
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“For the Duration”
Spurred by both government propaganda and a desire 

to serve the war cause, people on the home front took 

on wartime responsibilities. They worked on civilian 

defense committees, recycled old newspapers and 

scrap material, and served on local rationing and draft 

boards. About twenty million backyard “victory gar-

dens” produced 40 percent of the nation’s vegetables. 

Various federal agencies encouraged these efforts, 

especially the Office of War Information (OWI), which 

disseminated news and promoted patriotism. The 

OWI urged advertising agencies to link their clients’ 

products to the war effort, arguing that patriotic ads 

would not only sell goods but also “invigorate, instruct 

and inspire” citizens (Thinking Like a Historian, p. 784). 

Popular culture, especially the movies, reinforced 

connections between the home front and the war 

effort. Hollywood producers, directors, and actors 

offered their talents to the War Department. Director 

Frank Capra created a documentary series titled Why 

We Fight to explain war aims to conscripted soldiers. 

Movie stars such as John Wayne and Spencer Tracy 

portrayed heroic American fighting men in numerous 

films, such as Guadalcanal Diary (1943) and Thirty 

Seconds over Tokyo (1945). In this pretelevision era, 

newsreels accompanying the feature films kept the 

public up-to-date on the war, as did on-the-spot radio 

A Family Effort 

After migrating from the Midwest to Portland, Oregon, fifteen members of the family of John R. Brauckmiller 
(sixth from left) found jobs at Henry Kaiser’s Swan Island shipyard. From 1943 to 1945, the shipyard turned 
out 152 T-2 Tankers, mostly for use by the U.S. Navy to carry fuel oil. A local newspaper pronounced the 
Brauckmillers as “the shipbuildingest family in America,” and because of the importance of shipbuilding to 
the war effort, Life magazine featured the family in its issue of August 16, 1943. Ralph Vincent, The Journal, 
Portland, Oregon/Picture Research Consultants & Archives.
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broadcasts by Edward R. Murrow and Mary Marvin 

Breckenridge, the first female radio correspondent 

for CBS.

For many Americans, the major inconvenience 

during the war years was the shortage of consumer 

goods. Beginning in 1942, federal agencies subjected 

almost everything Americans ate, wore, or used to 

rationing or regulation. The first major scarcity was 

rubber. The Japanese conquest of Malaysia and Dutch 

Indonesia cut off 97 percent of America’s imports of 

that essential raw material. To conserve rubber for the 

war effort, the government rationed tires, so many of 

the nation’s 30 million car owners put their cars in stor-

age. As more people walked, they wore out their shoes. 

In 1944, shoes were rationed to two pairs per person a 

year. By 1943, the government was rationing meat, but-

ter, sugar, and other foods. Most citizens cooperated 

with the complicated rationing and coupon system, but 

at least one-quarter of the population bought items on 

the black market, especially meat, gasoline, cigarettes, 

and nylon stockings.

Migration and the Wartime City
The war determined where people lived. When men 

entered the armed services, their families often fol-

lowed them to training bases or points of debarkation. 

Civilians moved to take high-paying defense jobs. 

About 15 million Americans changed residences dur-

ing the war years, half of them moving to another state. 

One of them was Peggy Terry, who grew up in Paducah, 

Kentucky; worked in a shell-loading plant in nearby 

Viola; and then moved to a defense plant in Michigan. 

There, she recalled, “I met all those wonderful Polacks 

[Polish Americans]. They were the first people I’d ever 

known that were any different from me. A whole new 

world just opened up.”

As the center of defense production for the Pacific 

war, California experienced the largest share of war-

time migration. The state welcomed nearly three mil-

lion new residents and grew by 53 percent during the 

war. “The Second Gold Rush Hits the West,” announced 

the San Francisco Chronicle in 1943. One-tenth of all 

federal dollars flowed into California, and the state’s 

factories turned out one-sixth of all war materials. 

People went where the defense jobs were: to Los 

Angeles, San Diego, and cities around San Francisco 

Bay. Some towns grew practically overnight; within 

two years of the opening of the Kaiser Corporation 

shipyard in Richmond, California, the town’s popula-

tion had quadrupled. Other industrial states — notably 

New York, Illinois, Michi gan, and Ohio — also attracted 

both federal dollars and migrants 

on a large scale.

The growth of war industries 

accelerated patterns of rural-

urban migration. Cities grew dra-

matically, as factories, shipyards, 

and other defense work drew millions of citizens 

from small towns and rural areas. This new mobility, 

coupled with people’s distance from their hometowns, 

loosened the authority of traditional institutions and 

made wartime cities vibrant and exciting. Around-the-

clock work shifts kept people on the streets night and 

day, and bars, jazz clubs, dance halls, and movie the-

aters proliferated, fed by the ready cash of war 

workers.

Racial Conflict Migration and more fluid social 

boundaries meant that people of different races and 

ethnicities mixed in the booming cities. Over one 

million African Americans left the rural South for 

California, Illinois, Michigan, Ohio, and Pennsylvania — 

a continuation of the Great Migration earlier in the 

century (Chapter 21). As blacks and whites competed 

for jobs and housing, racial conflicts broke out in more 

than a hundred cities in 1943. Detroit saw the worst 

violence. In June 1943, a riot incited by southern-born 

whites and Polish Americans against African Ameri-

cans left thirty-four people dead and hundreds injured.

Racial conflict struck the West as well. In Los 

Angeles, male Hispanic teenagers formed pachuco 

(youth) gangs. Many dressed in “zoot suits” — 

broad-brimmed felt hats, thigh-length jackets with 

wide lapels and padded shoulders, pegged trousers, 

and clunky shoes. Pachucas (young women) favored 

long coats, huarache sandals, and pompadour hairdos. 

Other working-class teenagers in Los Angeles and else-

where took up the zoot-suit style to underline their 

rejection of middle-class values. To many adults, the 

zoot suit symbolized juvenile delinquency. Rumors 

circulating in Los Angeles in June 1943 that a pachuco 

gang had beaten an Anglo (white) sailor set off a four-

day riot in which hundreds of Anglo servicemen 

roamed through Mexican American neighborhoods 

and attacked zoot-suiters, taking special pleasure in 

slashing their pegged pants. In a stinging display of 

bias, Los Angeles police officers arrested only Mexican 

American youth, and the City Council passed an ordi-

nance outlawing the wearing of the zoot suit. 

Gay and Lesbian Communities Wartime migra-

tion to urban centers created new opportunities for gay 

men and women to establish communities. Religious 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES
What effects did wartime 
migration have on the 
United States?
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1. U.S. government advertisement from the 
Minneapolis Star Journal, 1943.

Mobilizing the 

Home Front

T H I N K I N G  L I K E 
A  H I S T O R I A N

The U.S. Office of War Information (OWI) promoted everything from food 
rationing to car-pooling during World War II, and the U.S. Treasury encouraged 
millions of Americans to buy war bonds. More than 20 million victory gardens 
were planted by ordinary Americans. By 1944 they were producing more than 
40 percent of all vegetables grown in the United States. Through these and 
other measures, those on the home front were encouraged to see themselves 
as part of the war effort.

of us after our boy takes over on the farm. For after ten 

years, we get four dollars back for every three we have 

invested.”

3. Poster from the U.S. Office of Price Administration, 
1943. 

John W. Hartman Center for Sales, Advertising and Marketing History, Duke 
University.

2. Copy from War Advertising Council/U.S. Treasury 
Department advertisement, 1943.

Farmer: “Well, there’s something we really want now — 

more than anything else . . . and I guess everybody does. 

It’s VICTORY IN THIS WAR! We had started saving for a 

new milking machine and a deep-well pump that we will 

be needing in a few years. . . . We’re still going to have that 

milking machine and that pump — and a lot of other new 

improvements after the war. When our son comes home 

from the fighting front, he’ll help us pick them out. And 

we’ll have the cash to pay for them. With the money we 

are saving now in War Bonds. And we are going to hang 

on to as many War Bonds as possible to take care 

United States Office of Price Administration/Northwestern University Library.
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4. 4-H Club exhibiting victory garden posters, c. 1943.

ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE
1. Examine sources 1, 2, and 3. Who created these sources, 

and what does this suggest about the context and 
purpose of these documents? Can you tell from their 
content who the intended audience was?

2. Study the photograph (source 4). Who is depicted, and 
how were they posed? What does this suggest about 
the victory garden program as well as war efforts on the 
home front more broadly? 

3. How do the oral histories in source 5 add to your under-
standing of home front involvement in the war effort? 
Does their testimony force you to question the other 
documents in any way, and if so, how?

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
Analyze some of the ways the U.S. government encouraged 
ordinary citizens to participate in the war effort, and evalu-
ate the objectives and results of these efforts.  

“4-H club boys and girls” ID: 0016623, Special Collections Research Center, 
North Carolina State University Libraries, Raleigh, North Carolina.

write V-mail. I had brother — brothers-in-law in the ser-

vice. We — we’d write V-mail to them. It was called V-mail. 

Victory mail. . . . We couldn’t put their address on because 

they were moved around a lot and we didn’t want the 

enemy to know. There were a lot of secrets. They would 

say “zip your lip was the” — was the word of the days 

then. “Zip your lip” because we didn’t want the enemy 

to get information.

Sources: (2) Digital Collections, Duke University Libraries; (4) National Park Service, 

Rosie the Riveter: Women Working During World War II, and the Library of Congress 

Veterans History Project.

5. Oral histories about life during the war. 

Tessie Hickam Wilson, a young woman from Oklahoma.

It was a hard time, but we felt like we were doing our part, 

and all the people we knew were doing their part. We had 

rationing. Sugar, coffee, gasoline and meat were some of 

the items that were hard to come by. We had ration books 

every so often, and we had to use them sparingly. We 

bought savings bonds to help in the war effort.

We also had radios and record players, and when we 

could afford it, we went to the movies. And even though 

there were hard times, we did what we could in the war 

effort, and I will always be glad I was part of it.

Virginia J. Bondra, a student and clothing worker from 
Ohio.

The only newsreel footage we saw was in the theaters 

when we went to a movie. And we used to bring scrap 

metal or cans, and we’d get in the movies free. They 

needed scrap metal and they — the USA needed scrap 

fat. My mother used to scrap fat, you know, in a can. 

She’d save it, and we’d bring it to a certain place. Sugar 

was rationed. Each member of the family would get one 

pound of sugar a week. And I always had time to bake 

because we had sugar. . . .

Different things were rationed. We couldn’t buy 

nylons because it was needed . . . for parachutes. So 

we’d — we’d — my older sisters would paint their legs 

with a certain makeup that came out in place of 

nylons. . . . It was makeup for legs.

They painted a eyebrow pencil line down the back of 

their leg so it would look like real nylons. And we would 
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morality and social conventions against gays and 

lesbians kept the majority of them silent and their sex-

uality hidden. During the war, however, cities such as 

New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Chicago, and 

even Kansas City, Buffalo, and Dallas developed vibrant 

gay neighborhoods, sustained in part by a sudden 

influx of migrants and the relatively open wartime 

atmosphere. These communities became centers of 

the gay rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s (Chap-

ter 29). 

Zoot-Suit Youth in Los Angeles

During a four-day riot in June 1943, ser-
vicemen in Los Angeles attacked young 
Latino men wearing distinctive zoot suits, 
which were widely viewed as emblems of 
gang membership and a delinquent youth 
culture. The police response was to arrest 
scores of zoot-suiters. Here, a group of 
handcuffed young Latino men is about to 
board a Los Angeles County sheriff’s bus 
to make a court appearance. Note the 
wide-legged pants that taper at the ankle, 
a hallmark of the zoot suit. The so-called 
zoot-suit riot was evidence of cracks in 
wartime unity on the home front. Library 
of Congress.

New Urban Communities 

Folk singer Pete Seeger performs at the opening of the Washington, D.C., labor canteen in 1944, sponsored 
by the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). Wartime migration brought people from across the coun-
try to centers of industry and military operations. Migration opened new possibilities for urban communities. 
African American neighborhoods grew dramatically; urban populations grew younger and more mobile; and 
gay and lesbian communities began to flourish and become more visible. The Granger Collection, New York.
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The military tried to screen out homosexuals but 

had limited success. Once in the services, homosexuals 

found opportunities to participate in a gay culture 

often more extensive than that in civilian life. In the 

last twenty years, historians have documented thriving 

communities of gay and lesbian soldiers in the World 

War II military. Some “came out under fire,” as one his-

torian put it, but most kept their sexuality hidden from 

authorities, because army officers, doctors, and psychi-

atrists treated homosexuality as a psychological disor-

der that was grounds for dishonorable discharge.

Japanese Removal
Unlike World War I, which evoked widespread harass-

ment of German Americans, World War II produced 

relatively little condemnation of European Americans. 

Federal officials held about 5,000 potentially dangerous 

German and Italian aliens during the war. Despite the 

presence of small but vocal groups of Nazi sympathiz-

ers and Mussolini supporters, German American and 

Italian American communities were largely left in 

peace during the war. The relocation and temporary 

imprisonment of Japanese immigrants and Japanese 

American citizens was a glaring exception to this oth-

erwise tolerant policy. Immediately after the attack on 

Pearl Harbor, the West Coast remained calm. Then, as 

residents began to fear spies, sabotage, and further 

attacks, California’s long history of racial animosity 

toward Asian immigrants surfaced. Local politicians 

and newspapers whipped up hysteria against Japanese 

Americans, who numbered only about 112,000, had no 

political power, and lived primarily in small enclaves in 

the Pacific coast states.

Early in 1942, President 

Roosevelt responded to anti-

Japanese fears by issuing Exec u-
tive Order 9066, which autho-

rized the War Department to 

force Japanese Americans from 

their West Coast homes and hold them in relocation 

camps for the rest of the war. Although there was no 

disloyal or seditious activity among the evacuees, few 

public leaders opposed the plan. “A Jap’s a Jap,” snapped 

General John DeWitt, the officer charged with defense 

of the West Coast. “It makes no difference whether he 

is an American citizen or not.”

The relocation plan shocked Japanese Americans, 

more than two-thirds of whom were Nisei; that is, their 

parents were immigrants, but they were native-born 

American citizens. Army officials gave families only a 

few days to dispose of their property. Businesses that 

had taken a lifetime to build were liquidated overnight. 

The War Relocation Authority moved the prisoners to 

hastily built camps in desolate areas in California, 

Arizona, Utah, Colorado, Wyoming, Idaho, and Arkan-

sas (Map 24.1). Ironically, the Japanese Americans who 

made up one-third of the population of Hawaii, and 

presumably posed a greater threat because of their 

numbers and proximity to Japan, were not imprisoned. 

They provided much of the unskilled labor in the island 

territory, and the Hawaiian economy could not have 

functioned without them. 

Cracks soon appeared in the relocation policy. An 

agricultural labor shortage led the government to fur-

lough seasonal farmworkers from the camps as early 

as 1942. About 4,300 students were allowed to attend 

colleges outside the West Coast military zone. Other 

Japanese relocation camps

States and territories with more
than 1,000 Japanese residents

Military exclusion zone
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Japanese Relocation Camps 

In 1942, the government ordered 
112,000 Japanese Americans living on 
the West Coast into internment camps 
in the nation’s interior because of 
their supposed threat to public safety. 
Some of the camps were as far away 
as Arkansas. The federal government 
rescinded the mass evacuation order in 
December 1944, but 44,000 people still 
remained in the camps when the war 
ended in August 1945.

IDENTIFY CAUSES
Why were Japanese Ameri-
cans treated differently 
than German and Italian 
Americans during the war? 
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internees were permitted to join the armed services. 

The 442nd Regimental Combat Team, a unit com-

posed almost entirely of Nisei volunteers, served with 

distinction in Europe.

Gordon Hirabayashi was among the Nisei who 

actively resisted incarceration. A student at the Univer-

sity of Washington, Hirabayashi was a religious pacifist 

who had registered with his draft board as a conscien-

tious objector. He refused to report for evacuation and 

turned himself in to the FBI. “I wanted to uphold the 

principles of the Constitution,” Hirabayashi later stated, 

“and the curfew and evacuation orders which singled 

out a group on the basis of ethnicity violated them.” 

Tried and convicted in 1942, he appealed his case to the 

Supreme Court in Hirabayashi v. United States (1943). 

In that case and in Korematsu v. United States (1944), 

the Court allowed the removal of Japanese Americans 

from the West Coast on the basis of “military neces-

sity” but avoided ruling on the constitutionality of the 

incarceration program. The Court’s decision under-

scored the fragility of civil liberties in wartime. 

Congress issued a public apology in 1988 and awarded 

$20,000 to each of the eighty thousand surviving 

Japanese Americans who had once been internees. 

Fighting and Winning the War
World War II was a war for control of the world. Had 

the Axis powers triumphed, Germany would have 

dominated, either directly or indirectly, all of Europe 

and much of Africa and the Middle East; Japan would 

have controlled most of East and Southeast Asia. To 

prevent this outcome, which would have crippled 

democracy in Europe and restricted American power 

to the Western Hemisphere, the Roosevelt administra-

tion took the United States to war. The combination of 

American intervention, the perseverance of Britain, 

and the profound civilian and military sacrifices of the 

Soviet Union decided the outcome of the conflict and 

shaped the character of the postwar world.

Wartime Aims and Tensions
Great Britain, the United States, and the Soviet Union 

were the key actors in the Allied coalition. China, 

France, and other nations played crucial but smaller 

roles. The leaders who became known as the Big 

Three — President Franklin Roosevelt, Prime Minister 

Winston Churchill of Great Britain, and Premier 

Joseph Stalin of the Soviet Union — set military strat-

egy. However, Stalin was not a party to the Atlantic 

Charter, which Churchill and Roosevelt had signed in 

August 1941, and disagreed fundamentally with some 

of its precepts, such as a capitalist-run international 

trading system. The Allies also disagreed about mili-

tary strategy and timing. The Big Three made defeating 

Germany (rather than Japan) the top military priority, 

but they differed over how best to do it. In 1941, a 

massive German force had invaded the Soviet Union 

and reached the outskirts of Leningrad, Moscow, 

and Stalingrad before being halted in early 1942 by 

Behind Barbed Wire 

As part of the forced relocation of 112,000 Japanese 
Americans, Los Angeles photographer Toyo Miyatake 
and his family were sent to Manzanar, a camp in the 
California desert east of the Sierra Nevada. Miyatake 
secretly began shooting photographs of the camp 
with a handmade camera. Eventually, Miyatake 
received permission from the authorities to docu-
ment life in the camp — its births, weddings, deaths, 
and high school graduations. To communicate the 
injustice of internment, he also took staged photo-
graphs, such as this image of three young boys 
behind barbed wire with a watchtower in the dis-
tance. For Miyatake, the image gave new meaning 
to the phrase “prisoners of war.” Toyo Miyatake.
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hard-pressed Russian troops. To relieve pressure on the 

Soviet army, Stalin wanted the British and Americans 

to open a second front with a major invasion of 

Germany through France.

Roosevelt informally assured Stalin that the Allies 

would comply in 1942, but Churchill opposed an early 

invasion, and American war production was not yet 

sufficient to support it. For eighteen months, Stalin’s 

pleas went unanswered, and the Soviet Union bore the 

brunt of the fighting; in the 1943 Battle of Kursk alone, 

the Soviet army suffered 860,000 casualties, several 

times what the Allies would suffer for the first two 

months of the European campaign after D-Day. Then, 

at a conference of the Big Three in Tehran, Iran, in 

November 1943, Churchill and Roosevelt agreed to 

open a second front in France within six months in 

return for Stalin’s promise to join the fight against 

Japan. Both sides adhered to this agreement, but the 

long delay angered Stalin, who became increasingly 

suspicious of American and British intentions.

The War in Europe
Throughout 1942, the Allies suffered one defeat after 

another. German armies pushed deep into Soviet terri-

tory, advancing through the wheat farms of the Ukraine 

and the rich oil region of the Caucasus. Simultaneously, 

German forces began an offensive in North Africa 

aimed at seizing the Suez Canal. In the Atlantic, 

U-boats devastated American 

convoys carrying oil and other 

vital supplies to Britain and the 

Soviet Union.

Over the winter of 1942–1943, 

however, the tide began to turn in 

favor of the Allies. In the epic 

Battle of Stalingrad, Soviet forces not only halted the 

German advance but also allowed the Russian army to 

push westward (Map 24.2). By early 1944, Stalin’s 

troops had driven the German army out of the Soviet 

Union. Meanwhile, as Churchill’s temporary substitute 

UNDERSTAND 
POINTS OF VIEW
How did the Allies dis-
agree over military 
strategy?

Hitting the Beach at Normandy 

These U.S. soldiers were among the 156,000 Allied troops who stormed the beaches of Normandy on D-Day, 
June 6, 1944: on that day alone, more than 10,000 were killed or wounded. Within a month, 1 million Allied 
troops had come ashore. Most Americans learned of the invasion at 3:30 A.M. Eastern Time, when Edward R. 
Murrow, the well-known radio journalist whose reports from war-torn London had gripped the nation in 1940, 
read General Eisenhower’s statement to the troops. “The eyes of the world are upon you,” Eisenhower told 
the men as they prepared to invade the European mainland. Library of Congress.
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for a second front in France, the Allies launched a 

major counteroffensive in North Africa. Between 

November 1942 and May 1943, Allied troops under the 

leadership of General Dwight D. Eisenhower and 

General George S. Patton defeated the German Afrika 

Korps, led by General Erwin Rommel. 

From Africa, the Allied command followed 

Churchill’s strategy of attacking the Axis through its 

“soft underbelly”: Sicily and the Italian peninsula. 

Faced with an Allied invasion, the Italian king ousted 

Mussolini’s fascist regime in July 1943. But German 

troops, who far outmatched the Allies in skill and orga-

nization, took control of Italy and strenuously resisted 

the Allied invasion. American and British divisions took 

Rome only in June 1944 and were still fighting German 

forces in northern Italy when the European war ended 

in May 1945 (Map 24.3). Churchill’s southern strategy 

proved a time-consuming and costly mistake. 

D-Day The long-promised invasion of France came 

on D-Day, June 6, 1944. That morning, the largest 

armada ever assembled moved across the English 

Channel under the command of General Eisenhower. 

When American, British, and Canadian soldiers hit the 

beaches of Normandy, they suffered terrible casualties 

but secured a beachhead. Over the next few days, more 
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World War II in Europe, 1941–1943

Hitler’s Germany reached its greatest extent in 1942, by which time Nazi forces had occupied 
Norway, France, North Africa, central Europe, and much of western Russia. The tide of battle turned 
in late 1942 when the German advance stalled at Leningrad and Stalingrad. By early 1943, the 
Soviet army had launched a massive counterattack at Stalingrad, and Allied forces had driven the 
Germans from North Africa and launched an invasion of Sicily and the Italian mainland.
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than 1.5 million soldiers and thousands of tons of 

military supplies and equipment flowed into France. 

Much to the Allies’ advantage, they never faced more 

than one-third of Hitler’s Wehrmacht (armed forces), 

because the Soviet Union continued to hold down 

the Germans on the eastern front. In August, Allied 

troops liberated Paris; by September, they had driven 

the Germans out of most of France and Belgium. 

Meanwhile, long-range Allied bombers attacked Ger-

man cities such as Hamburg and Dresden as well 

as military and industrial targets. The air campaign 

killed some 305,000 civilians and soldiers and injured 

another 780,000 — a grisly reminder of the war’s 

human brutality. 

The Germans were not yet ready to give up, how-

ever. In December 1944, they mounted a final offensive 

in Belgium, the so-called Battle of the Bulge, before 

being pushed back across the Rhine River into 

Germany. American and British troops drove toward 

Berlin from the west, while Soviet troops advanced east 

through Poland. On April 30, 1945, as Russian troops 

massed outside Berlin, Hitler committed suicide; on 

May 7, Germany formally surrendered.

The Holocaust When Allied troops advanced into 

Poland and Germany in the spring of 1945, they came 

face-to-face with Hitler’s “final solution” for the Jewish 

population of Germany and the German-occupied 
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World War II in Europe, 1944–1945

By the end of 1943, the Russian army had nearly pushed the Germans out of the Soviet Union, and 
by June 1944, when the British and Americans finally invaded France, the Russians had liberated 
eastern Poland and most of southeastern Europe. By the end of 1944, British and American forces 
were ready to invade Germany from the west, and the Russians were poised to do the same from 
the east. Germany surrendered on May 7, 1945.
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countries: the extermination camps in which 6 million 

Jews had been put to death, along with another 6 mil-

lion Poles, Slavs, Gypsies, homosexuals, and other 

“undesirables.” Photographs of the Nazi death camps at 

Buchenwald, Dachau, and Auschwitz showed bodies 

stacked like cordwood and survivors so emaciated that 

they were barely alive. Published in Life and other mass-

circulation magazines, the photographs of the Holo-
caust horrified the American public and the world.

The Nazi persecution of German Jews in the 1930s 

was widely known in the United States. But when Jews 

had begun to flee Europe, the United States refused 

to relax its strict immigration laws to take them in. 

In 1939, when the SS St. Louis, a German ocean liner 

carrying nearly a thousand Jewish refugees, sought 

permission from President Roosevelt to dock at an 

American port, FDR had refused. Its passengers’ 

futures uncertain, the St. Louis was forced to return to 

Europe, where many would later be deported to 

Auschwitz and other extermination camps. American 

officials, along with those of most other nations, con-

tinued this exclusionist policy during World War II as 

the Nazi regime extended its control over millions of 

Eastern European Jews.

Various factors inhibited American action, but the 

most important was widespread anti-Semitism: in the 

State Department, Christian churches, and the public 

at large. The legacy of the immigration restriction leg-

islation of the 1920s and the isolationist attitudes of the 

1930s also discouraged policymakers from assuming 

responsibility for the fate of the refugees. Taking a nar-

row view of the national interest, the State Department 

allowed only 21,000 Jewish refugees to enter the United 

States during the war. But the War Refugee Board, 

which President Roosevelt established in 1944 at the 

behest of Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, 

helped move 200,000 European Jews to safe havens in 

other countries.

The War in the Pacific
Winning the war against Japan was every bit as ardu-

ous as waging the campaign against Germany. After 

crippling the American battle fleet at Pearl Harbor, the 

Japanese quickly expanded into the South Pacific, with 

seaborne invasions of Hong Kong, Wake Island, and 

Guam. Japanese forces then advanced into Southeast 

Asia, conquering the Solomon Islands, Burma, and 

Malaya and threatening Australia and India. By May 

1942, they had forced the surrender of U.S. forces in 

the Philippine Islands and, in the Bataan “death march,” 

caused the deaths of 10,000 American prisoners of war.

At that dire moment, American naval forces scored 

two crucial victories. These were possible because the 

attack on Pearl Harbor had destroyed several American 

battleships but left all aircraft carriers unscathed. In the 

Battle of the Coral Sea, off southern New Guinea in 

May 1942, they halted the Japanese offensive against 

Australia. Then, in June, at the Battle of Midway Island, 

the American navy severely damaged the Japanese 

fleet. In both battles, planes launched from American 

aircraft carriers provided the margin of victory. The 

U.S. military command, led by General Douglas 

MacArthur and Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, now took 

the offensive in the Pacific (Map 24.4). For the next 

eighteen months, American forces advanced slowly 

toward Japan, taking one island after another in the 

face of determined Japanese resistance. In October 

1944, MacArthur and Nimitz began the reconquest of 

the Philippines by winning the Battle of Leyte Gulf, a 

massive naval encounter in which the Japanese lost 

practically their entire fleet (Map 24.5). 

By early 1945, victory over Japan was in sight. 

Japanese military forces had suffered devastating 

losses, and American bombing of the Japanese home-

land had killed 330,000 civilians and crippled the 

nation’s economy. The bloodletting on both sides was 

horrendous. On the small islands of Iwo Jima and 

Okinawa, tens of thousands of Japanese soldiers fought 

to the death, killing 13,000 U.S. Marines and wounding 

46,000 more. Desperate to halt the American advance 

and short on ammunition, Japanese pilots flew suicidal 

kamikaze missions, crashing their bomb-laden planes 

into American ships.

Among the grim realities of war in the Pacific was 

the conflict’s racial overtones. The attack on Pearl 

Harbor reawakened the long tradition of anti-Asian 

sentiment in the United States. In the eyes of many 

Americans, the Japanese were “yellow monkeys,” an 

inferior race whose humanity deserved minimal 

respect. Racism was evident among the Japanese as 

well. Their brutal attacks on China (including the rape 

of Nanjing), their forcing of Korean “comfort women” 

to have sex with Japanese soldiers, and their treatment 

of American prisoners in the Philippines flowed from 

their own sense of racial superiority. Anti-Japanese 

attitudes in the United States would subside in the 

1950s as the island nation became a trusted ally. But 

racism would again play a major role in the U.S. war in 

Vietnam in the 1960s.

As the American navy advanced on Japan in the 

late winter of 1945, President Roosevelt returned to the 

United States from the Yalta Conference, a major meet-

ing of the Big Three at Yalta, a resort town on the Black 
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Sea (Chapter 25). The sixty-three-year-old president 

was a sick man, visibly exhausted by his 14,000-mile 

trip and suffering from heart failure and high blood 

pressure. On April 12, 1945, during a short visit to his 

vacation home in Warm Springs, Georgia, Roosevelt 

suffered a cerebral hemorrhage and died. 

The Atomic Bomb and the End 
of the War
When Harry Truman assumed the presidency, he 

learned for the first time about the top-secret Man-
hattan Project, which was on the verge of testing a new 

weapon: the atomic bomb. Working at the University 

of Chicago in December 1942, Enrico Fermi and Leo 

Szilard, refugees from fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, 

produced the first controlled atomic chain reaction 

using highly processed uranium. With the aid of 

German-born refugee Albert Einstein, the greatest the-

orist of modern physics and a scholar at Princeton, 

they persuaded Franklin Roosevelt to develop an 

atomic weapon, warning that German scientists were 

also working on such nuclear reactions.

The Manhattan Project cost $2 billion, employed 

120,000 people, and involved the construction of 

thirty-seven installations in nineteen states — with all 

of its activity hidden from Congress, the American 

people, and even Vice President Truman. Directed 

by General Leslie Graves and scientist J. Robert 

Oppenheimer, the nation’s top physicists assembled the 
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World War II in the Pacific, 1941–1942

After the attacks on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, the Japanese rapidly extended their 
domination in the Pacific. The Japanese flag soon flew as far east as the Marshall and Gilbert 
islands and as far south as the Solomon Islands and parts of New Guinea. Japan also controlled 
the Philippines, much of Southeast Asia, and parts of China, including Hong Kong. By mid-1942, 
American naval victories at the Coral Sea and Midway stopped further Japanese expansion.
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first bomb in Los Alamos, New Mexico, and success-

fully tested it on July 16, 1945. Overwhelmed by its 

frightening power, as he witnessed the first mushroom 

cloud, Oppenheimer recalled the words from the 

Bhagavad Gita, one of the great texts of Hindu scrip-

ture: “I am become Death, the Destroyer of Worlds.” 

Three weeks later, President Truman ordered the 

dropping of atomic bombs on two Japanese cities: 

Hiroshima on August 6 and Naga-

saki on August 9. Truman’s ratio-

nale for this order — and the 

implications of his decision — 

have long been the subject of 

scholarly and popular debate. The 

principal reason was straightforward: Truman and his 

American advisors, including Secretary of War Henry 

Stimson and Army Chief of Staff General George 

Marshall, believed that Japan’s military leaders would 

never surrender unless their country faced national 

ruin. Moreover, at the Potsdam Conference on the 

outskirts of Berlin in July 1945, the Allies had agreed 

that only the “unconditional surrender” of Japan was 

acceptable — the same terms under which Germany 

and Italy had been defeated. To win such a surrender, 

an invasion of Japan itself seemed necessary. Stimson 

and Marshall told Truman that such an invasion would 

produce between half a million and a million Allied 

casualties. 
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World War II in the Pacific, 1943–1945

Allied forces retook the islands of the central Pacific in 1943 and 1944 and ousted the Japanese 
from the Philippines early in 1945. Carrier-launched planes had started bombing Japan itself in 
1942, but the capture of these islands gave U.S. bombers more bases from which to strike Japanese 
targets. As the Soviet army invaded Japanese-occupied Manchuria in August 1945, U.S. planes took 
off from one of the newly captured Mariana Islands to drop the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki. The Japanese offered to surrender on August 10.

IDENTIFY CAUSES
What factors influenced 
Truman’s decision to use 
atomic weapons against 
Japan?
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Before giving the order to drop the atomic bomb, 

Truman considered other options. His military advi-

sors rejected the most obvious alternative: a nonlethal 

demonstration of the bomb’s awesome power, perhaps 

on a remote Pacific island. If the demonstration 

failed — not out of the question, as the bomb had been 

tested only once — it would embolden Japan further. A 

detailed advance warning designed to scare Japan into 

surrender was also rejected. Given Japan’s tenacious 

fighting in the Pacific, the Americans believed that 

only massive devastation or a successful invasion 

would lead Japan’s military leadership to surrender. 

After all, the deaths of more than 100,000 Japanese 

civilians in the U.S. firebombing of Tokyo and other 

cities in the spring of 1945 had brought Japan no closer 

to surrender.

In any event, the atomic bombs achieved the imme-

diate goal. The deaths of 100,000 people at Hiroshima 

and 60,000 at Nagasaki prompted the Japanese govern-

ment to surrender unconditionally on August 10 and 

to sign a formal agreement on September 2, 1945. 

Fascism had been defeated, thanks to a fragile alliance 

between the capitalist nations of the West and the com-

munist government of the Soviet Union. The coming 

of peace would strain and then destroy the victorious 

coalition. Even as the global war came to an end, the 

early signs of the coming Cold War were apparent, as 

were the stirrings of independence in the European 

colonies.

The Toll of the War
After the battle of Iwo Jima, one of the fiercest and 

bloodiest of the Pacific war, a rabbi chaplain in the 

Marine Corps delivered the eulogy for the fallen. “This 

shall not be in vain,” he said, surveying a battlefield that 

The Big Three at Yalta

With victory in Europe at hand, Roosevelt journeyed in February 1945 to Yalta, on the Black Sea, and met 
for what would be the final time with Churchill and Stalin. The leaders discussed the important and contro-
versial issues of the treatment of Germany, the status of Poland, the creation of the United Nations, and 
Russian entry into the war against Japan. The Yalta agreements mirrored a new balance of power and set 
the stage for the Cold War. Franklin D. Roosevelt Library.
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witnessed the deaths of nearly 30,000 American and 

Japanese soldiers. Speaking of American losses, he 

said, “from the suffering and sorrow of those who 

mourn this, will come — we promise — the birth of a 

new freedom for the sons of man everywhere.” The toll 

of “suffering and sorrow” from World War II was enor-

mous. Worldwide, more than 50 million soldiers and 

civilians were killed, nearly 2.5 percent of the globe’s 

population. The Holocaust took the lives of 6 million 

European Jews, 2.6 million from Poland alone. Nearly 

100 million additional soldiers and civilians were 

wounded, and 30 million people across the globe were 

rendered homeless. It was one of the most wrenching, 

disruptive, and terrible wars in human history.

Alongside the human toll stood profound eco-

nomic and political transformations. Hundreds of cit-

ies in Europe and Asia had been bombed. Some of 

them, like Dresden, Warsaw, Hamburg, and Hiroshima, 

had been simply obliterated. Much of the industrial 

infrastructure of Germany and Japan, two of the world’s 

most important industrial economies before the war, 

lay in ruins. Moreover, despite emerging as one of the 

victors, Britain was no longer a global power. The inde-

pendence movement in India was only the most obvi-

ous sign of its waning influence. Indeed, throughout 

the colonized world in Asia and Africa, people had 

taken the Atlantic Charter, and FDR’s insistence that 

this was a war for democracy, seriously. For them, 

resumption of European imperialism was unaccept-

able, and the war represented a step toward national 

self-determination.

In the United States, too, the toll of war was great. 

More than 400,000 lives were lost, and nearly 300,000 

American soldiers were wounded. Yet millions 

returned home, and in the coming decades veterans 

would play a central role in national life. Incredibly, in 

1950 World War II veterans made up one-third of all 

American men over the age of nineteen. Only the Civil 

War involved a comparable commitment of military 

service from a generation. Americans paid dearly for 

that commitment — though not, it must be noted, as 

dearly as other peoples in Europe and Asia — and the 

legacies of the war shaped families, politics, and for-

eign policy for the remainder of the century.

Hiroshima, March 1946 

Though the atomic bomb had 
been dropped on the port city 
of Hiroshima six months previ-
ous to this photo being taken, 
the devastation is still apparent. 
The U.S. Army report on the 
bombing described the immedi-
ate effects of the blast: “At 8:15 
A.M., the bomb exploded with a 
blinding flash in the sky, and 
a great rush of air and a loud 
rumble of noise extended for 
many miles around the city; the 
first blast was soon followed by 
the sounds of falling buildings 
and of growing fires, and a 
great cloud of dust and smoke 
began to cast a pall of darkness 
over the city.” The only build-
ings not leveled were those 
with concrete reinforcement, 
meant to withstand earth-
quakes. The human toll of this 
weapon was unprecedented: 
of the estimated population of 
350,000, 100,000 were likely 
killed by the explosion, and 
many tens of thousands more 
died slowly of the effects of 
radiation poisoning. U.S. Air  
Force.
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SUMMARY
The rise of fascism in Germany, Italy, and Japan led to 

the outbreak of World War II. Initially, the American 

public opposed U.S. intervention. But by 1940, Presi-

dent Roosevelt was mobilizing support for the military 

and preparing the country for war. The Japanese attack 

on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 brought the nation 

fully into the conflict. War mobilization dramatically 

expanded the federal government and led to substan-

tial economic growth. It also boosted geographical and 

social mobility as women, rural whites, and southern 

blacks found employment in new defense plants across 

the country. Government rules assisted both the labor 

movement and the African American campaign for 

civil rights. However, religious and racial animosity 

caused the exclusion of Jewish refugees and the intern-

ment of 112,000 Japanese Americans.

By 1942, Germany and Japan seemed to be winning 

the war. But in 1943, the Allies took the offensive — with 

advances by the Soviet army in Europe and the 

American navy in the Pacific — and by the end of 1944, 

Allied victory was all but certain. Germany finally sur-

rendered in May 1945, and Japan surrendered in 

August, after the atomic bombing of the Japanese cities 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The United States emerged 

from the war with an undamaged homeland, sole pos-

session of the atomic bomb, and a set of unresolved 

diplomatic disputes with the Soviet Union that would 

soon lead to the four-decade-long Cold War. Federal 

laws and practices established during the war — the 

universal income tax, a huge military establishment, 

and multibillion-dollar budgets, to name but a few — 

became part of American life. So, too, did the active 

participation of the United States in international 

politics and alliances, an engagement intensified by 

the unresolved issues of the wartime alliance with 

the Soviet Union and the postwar fate of colonized 

nations. 
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1. World War II has popularly been called the “good 

war.” Do you agree with this assessment? Why do 

you think it earned that nickname?

2. Overall, what effects — positive or negative — did 

World War II have on social change in the United 

States, particularly among women and minority 

groups?

3. How did World War II affect the federal govern-

ment’s regulating of the economy and its taxing 

power?

4. THEMATIC UNDERSTANDING Review the 

events listed under “America in the World” on the 

thematic timeline on page 671. How did World 

War II change the relationship between the United 

States and the rest of the world in the first half of 

the twentieth century?

Answer these questions to demonstrate your 
understanding of the chapter’s main ideas.
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Start here to learn more about the events discussed in this chapter.MORE TO EXPLORE

1. ACROSS TIME AND PLACE For the United 

States, the period between World War I (1914–

1918) and World War II (1937–1945) was a pro-

longed series of conflicts and crises, both domesti-

cally and internationally. What connections can be 

drawn between World War I, the Great Depression, 

and World War II? Did this “long” conflict draw the 

United States and Europe closer together or drive 

them further apart? How did American attitudes 

toward involvement in European affairs change 

over this period?

2. VISUAL EVIDENCE Compare the photographs 

of soldiers and those contributing to the war effort. 

How do these images help us understand a major 

event like World War II from different perspec-

tives? How would their proximity to battle affect 

people’s experience of war?

Recognize the larger developments and continuities within 
and across chapters by answering these questions.

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS
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TIMELINE Ask yourself why this chapter begins and ends with these dates 

and then identify the links among related events. 

1933  Adolf Hitler becomes chancellor of Germany

1935  Italy invades Ethiopia

1935–1937  U.S. Neutrality Acts

1936  Germany reoccupies Rhineland demilitarized zone 

 Rome-Berlin Axis established

1937  Japan invades China

1938  Munich conference

1939  German-Soviet nonaggression pact 

 Germany invades Poland

 Britain and France declare war on Germany

1940  Germany, Italy, and Japan form alliance

1941  Germany invades Soviet Union 

 Lend-Lease Act and Atlantic Charter established

 Japanese attack Pearl Harbor (December 7)

1942  Executive Order 9066 leads to Japanese internment camps

 Battles of Coral Sea and Midway halt Japanese advance

1942–1945  Rationing of scarce goods

1943  Race riots in Detroit and Los Angeles 

1944  D-Day: Allied landing in France (June 6) 

1945  Yalta Conference (February) 

 Germany surrenders (May 7)

 United Nations founded

 Potsdam Conference (July–August)

 United States drops atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki (August 6 and 9)

 Japan surrenders (August 10)

KEY TURNING POINTS: On the timeline, identify the key turning points for the Allies in the 

European and Pacific campaigns.


