HISTORICAL CONTEXT
. : S eare’s works wi
Creat literature, we like to believe, is timeless, sO Shakesp Il endure fOTCVq_

No doubt he gave voice to emotional truths that touch. very .diver se people. But interprm,
tions of the meanings of Shakespeare’s plays have varied V\‘nde]y over the years, ang these
interpretations have been shaped by events taking place in the m.te.rpreters' OWN timey
Shakespeare himself was enmeshed in the social, religious, and political issues of Elizabe.
than England, and his plays are full of direct and indirect references to those issues. Or 1o
give an example from American literary history, Herman Melville’s Moby Dick (1851) wag
mostly ignored during the nineteenth century; it became acknowledged as great literatype
only in the 1920s, long after the author’s death. Melville’s work tended to be very skeptical
of human perfectibility and social progress, and such skepticism resonated more for the
intellectuals of the early twentieth century than for those in the nineteenth century.
Artists and writers always are influenced by the context of their times, and how their
works are received depends on the historically shaped beliefs of those who behold them.
This was especially true during the 1930s. Of course, the descent into economic depression
t.hat began with the stock market crash of October 1929 was felt most directly in materia
life. The previous decade had brought prosperity for middle- and upper-class Americans

True, the 1920s were hard times for farmers and the urban poor, but a larger number of

geoptﬂe th.an ever before had more income and could afford more consumer goods thand
ny ti ' - . .
y ime in U.S. history, With the Great Depression, however, came massive cuts in wages
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hings when the leaders and heroes

and great capta
| aptains of wealth—seemed a

emed as confused
45 everyone else, when breadlines grew ever longer and when unemployment and poverty

e familiar faces of famil i .

VI;(r)(:x:}' was coined in 1931)) andriends? (Ironically, the very phrase “The American
.MUCh O.f the art and. literature Oflh? era reflected these changed perceptions. It was not
45 if the wrlters and artists of the twenties had been celebrants of American culture. On the
contrary, the CaIaEs of World War l,.the meanness of the Versailles treaty, and the Qp()stwar
era’s gaudy mafer 1allsn.1—these all alienated many talented people, creating a “lost genera-
tion” of f‘\merlcan writers. Several exiled themselves to Paris (Ernest ll'emingway and
£ Scott Fitzgerald among them), but even those who stayed in the United States wrote with
1 bitterness born of betrayal. John Dos Passos captured his generation’s loathing of the
money grubbing, the spiritual emptiness, and the unseemly hedonism that often came
masked by pious espousals of democratic ideals. Most writers would have agreed with
H. L. Mencken that the more a man declared his own honesty, patriotism, or piety, the
more likely he was a scoundrel or a thief. Above all, the literature of the 1920s stressed the
:ndividual’s need to make a separate peace with the world; each person must suffer his or
her pain alone and must find his or her own joy or community, but all must know that

God, society, or money could not save them.
[ronically, literature written during the Great Depression contained less of this cynicism.
In the midst of the crisis, writers and artists no longer felt so peripheral to their culture. The
worship of business that characterized America in the 1920s marginalized all who felt that
the life of the mind—scholarship, artistic creation, the humanities—counted for more than
dollars. As the Great Depression continued, Americans’ belief that millionaires were heroes
worthy of emulation grew shaky. For some intellectuals, there was a strange exhilaration in
others’ loss of faith in the American dream. If the competitive economy had atomized

people, the depression could bring them together as each other’s keepers, and there is no
doubt that the rediscovery of community—of workers, regions, racial or ethnic groups—was

an important theme of the writing of the decade. |
Moreover, the crisis called for new ideas, intellectuals specialty. On the most func-

tional level, this meant the channeling of university people like economists and sociolo-
gists into the government. But even novelists and painters becan.le tied to the Roos.evelt
administration. The New Deal appropriated funds for agencies like the Fed.eral .\Nnters'
Project (in which the government underwrote the creation c?f plays, oral hnstongs, and
travel guides), the Works Progress Administration (which hired unemployed artists to

Paint murals on federal buildings), and the Farm Security Administration (in which un-
: camera artists as Dorothea Lange, Walker

d the lives of homeless families, unemployed

of the 1920s—businessmen, financiers,
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workers, and southern tenant farmers). So a relatively small amount of gov%am
and, more important, a sense of being socially useful made the Great Depression
of tremendous energy and excitement in the arts.

This notion of being socially useful took highly political forms. For Some, the crig;s inten.
sified a hatred of modernity, including cities, factories, and all that Was progressive. This
tendency was exemplified by the Southern Agrarians, a group of fiction writers, Poets, ang

Ment , id
d Peripg

blind to the poverty and racism of the southern past. Still, theirs was a powerfy] Critique of
the aggrandizing, money-worshiping, and progress-loving elements of American Culture
More commonly, artists and writers turned to the left. Many believed that Capitalism

Poverty, exploitation, and disease—the arts

nd ph(’togfaplly, for it appeared t0
and by o doing, it sounded
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lin Roosevelt, his wife Eleanor, and other o
) ¢ | ]e' eSS

Jent Frank
rs some

asking for assistance, others appl

v o
ment leaders recerved thoepsands

audin ,
pini(mf the New Deal, and it others condemn
\ @ N ke mo-
xpressed by citizens, inchuding racist and

1. AMERICANS WRITE TO THEIR LEADERS

Dear President Roosevelt
amin a terrible perdicament SO [ thought of you to

end my plea of trouble to you because | drempt the
uld write to you thinking that
you as long as

enty two years old and an invali
itl can’t get around at all. | bin

% that makes it pretty hard fore me 1O
nyhome the one I worked so hard for over forty-Six
Yfars, So please help me Some way or I will half to
ne my last bit away if I could only raise thirteen
Hundred Dollars than I could Stay 1n mYy home Oh.
0 please help me Mr. Roosevelt and answel right
g‘:ay - els it will be to late if I ever get onto MY feet 1
buie.wm try and pay you back. helped So many out
<} It Seems now that I am in the grattes trouble NO

oy will help me So please MT. Roosevelt help me€

S‘ncer]y Mrs. A. M. U.!

FEBRUARY 1936
MR. AND MRS. ROOSEVELT

WASH. D.C.

Dear Mr. President:
I'm a boy of 12 years. ] want {0 tell you about my family

My father hasn't worked for 5 months He went plenty

times to relief, he filled out application. They won't give
know why. Please you do something

are afraid that will be put out, been
don't want to happen again. We havenl paid the gas

bill, and the electric bill, haven' paid grocery bill for 3

ch. High
months. My brother goes to Lane Te
old, hasn't goneto <chool for 2 weeks be-

carfare. | have a sister she’s twenty years

on't help us Please answerl right away because
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FAYETTEVILLE, W.VA.
NOVEMBER 4, 1936
WASHINGTON, D.C.

My dear Mrs. Roosevelt:—

I am wondering whether or not a letter to you from
a wholly unbiased and unprejudiced person will be a
little helpful to you and your husband. I know (and
you know!) that you have strenuous days ahead.
[ feel possibly that the viewpoint of certain represen-
tative village people here represent current opinion

throughout the cou ntry and that a few of the remarks
I heard in an Editor’s office this morning may give

Some of us (conservatiye
prevalence of certain graft in
Relief offices, Welfare, etc bu
away for you to control . .

I'am very sincerely yours,
NGS (Mrs. R]S).?

NEW YORK, N.Y.
OCTOBER 1939

MR. HARRY HOPKINS
WASHINGTON, D.cC.

Dear Mr. Hopkins:




M}v

seems VerY apparent to me that the Administration
i

washington s accelerating its pace towards social-
a ommunism. Nearly every public statement
om washington is against stimulation of business

<ichwould 11 the end create employment.
Everyone is sympathetic to the cause of creating
etter wages for labor; but, a program

more jObS aﬂd b
ontinually promoting labor troubles, higher wages,

shorter hours, and less profits for business, would seem
ometobeleading us fastto a condition where the Gov-
emment must more and more expand it’s relief activi-
ies and will lead in the end to disaster to all classes. . . .

{am not addicted to annoying public office hold-
s with correspondence but if there are any private
ights left in this country, then I would appreciate
an early reply to this letter, so that I may take such
action as is still possible to protect myself and family.

With kindest personal regards,

ismaﬂd L

Yours truly,

NASHVILLE, TENNESSEE
AUGUST 15 1936
MR
 FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT

Dear Lady,

Wil] ‘
You please warn the people of whats going to

ap . .
QUi(pen “.1 America if these property owners dont
makmg industrial slaves out of their laborers

ind y 1.
3wageorkmg them on starvation wages, paying them
whereby they cannot obtain the desires of life,

O el¢o : .
::rm:ta“mg machinery and laying the common
ot of his job to starve to death.
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" .
tBh eOdm \:‘l” .toward men. You know mrs. Roosevelt with
ot jority Of us poor people we desire good things

as the higher classes of society. For instance we

wanting jobs, de

id:;.' ewae ':;‘:‘i :;Oam:i o liw;e.in wi.th sanitary surround-
nice furnitare radce re f:gadame: electric stove, fan,
ke A (.m 10, @ nice car with mm to tgkc 4

, e cannot have these desires of life at
a wage of 8.00 10.00 or $12.00 per week, and if we
could, we could not accumalate no money and would
have to go on being industrial slaves and our children
would fall under the same yoke of bondage that we
and our fore parents were under. And never be con-
sidered no more than an ordinary slaves. . . .

After all, it is natural with any human being 1o
want to obtain the desires of life with the least physi-
cal exertion possible. But the great majority of the
men that wear the overalls and are forced by the task
master or property holder to exert their bodies stren-
uously every day do not get even proper and suffi-
cient food to maintain their bodies while at work. . . .

This alone will bring on a revolution if it is not
remedi[e]d. There would not be so many crimes
committed if every man and boy were out from under

bondage of hard labor and were getting the desires of
life. We have plenty young John Dillingers, pretty boy
Floyds, Jessie James roaming all over our land today
siring to marry and settle down and

live a comfortable life and cannot get hold of enough

money to buy a marriage license. And the next thing
we know they strike back at the ones that are respon-
sible for their being in that condition. Mrs. Roosevelt
on is hanging over a giant powder keg just
meone to light a match. . ..

hirty four years old married and have
ave a eighth grade education, 1 got a
bourer on the new courthouse here,
ainter by trade, and just because 1
d on my right side the contractor
he said the insurance company

this nati

waiting for so
.. Jamt

one daughter. I h
job last week as la

although Tamap
am a little cripple
would not work me,

would not allow him to.
And so I cannot see a very bright prospect in life.

o slaves in a cotton mill but I want a

Although my wif .
job so as I can get her out of it, for I am afraid she has -

contracted tuberculosis. hoping an answer, I remain

Yours, gincerely, [Mr.] DBP¢
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INTRODUCTION TO DOCUMENTS 2, 3, AND 4

The Roosevelt administration established several pr(?gfams .to a.ddres3ssthd€ QOVCY ty of the
Depression. Among these was the Resettlement Administration in 19 3, esigned to moye Poor
families to entirely new areas, often in government--r)lflm.‘e‘.i Capunites. .Thoug}} the Program
was short-lived and somewhat unpopular in Congress, it involved a significant ‘Nvestment i,
documentary photography. Ben Shahn, Arthur Rothstein, and Dorothea Lange were jys; three of
the many artists who were hired to photograph rural poverty as part of the R.eset.tlement Admipjg.
tration. They produced thousands of pictures, some of which have become iconic Fepresentatjon,
of both the trials but also the persistence of the American people in the Great Depression.

It is easy to assume that the following photographs were neutral representations, devoid of
argument and message and simply candid images of American life. But ask yourself how the pho-
tographers captured their subjects, how they framed the context, and what emotion or Impressiop
they hoped to leave in their viewers.

The first two photographs were taken in early 1936 by Dorothea Lange, who was Spending 3
month photographing migrant farm laborers in California for the Resettlement Administration
Lange recalled being “drawn by a magnet” to Florence Thompson and her children at this camp
in Nipomo. Thompson told Lange that she was thirty-two and had been living on vegetables from
the surrounding fields and birds that her children were able to kill. She asked no questions of

Lange but did not object to her photograph being taken. The picture on the left was published in
contemporary San Francisco news outlets and immediately struck a chord. Why do you suppose it
spoke so powerfully to Americans, and why has it continued to draw us in? Given that Dorothea

Lange took many pictures of Florence Thompson, what explains the power of the photograph at
left, which became an American icon of hard times, as opposed to the one at right?

ttlement Administration, who spent months

Cl’eal

i a terfere with cotton picking.”
FHUr Rothstein was only twenty years old—a college senior—when he was hired by the

Efns:::izm;n.t Ac}l}mmistmtion as its first photographer, assigned to capture rural and small-town
caplures‘thels Prfflosraph of a demonstration by unemployed workers in the spring of 1936
i otcin e ment of the Mid-1930s, when many turned toward more radical solu-



Image 10.4 Arthur Rothstein,

“Demonstration of the Unemployed.
Columbus, Kansas,” May 1936

Source: Courtesy Library of Congress, Prints and
Photographs Division LC-USF34-005162-E.

INTRODUCTION TO DOCUMENT 5

———

The federal government’s funding of documentary photography in the Farm S.oecur.ity Adminis-
ation extended to other areas of American life. The Works Progress Admimstratlol‘l, perhaps
bes| known for constructing highways, bridges, dams, and post offices a.cross the nation, ma.my
o which stil) stand today, also housed the Federal Writers’ Project, desngnefi to Fmi?loy artists
by Paying them to document folkways and histories of Americans at all stations in life. Several
Who would Jater become renowned authors—including Richard Wright, Saul Bel.lomf, .and John
ch“f"(’r--began their careers employed by the Federal Writers’ Project. F)ne such mdmdual'was
Ralph F.llison, who was paid to interview African Americans in Harlem in th.e late 1930s. E.lllson
kknowledged that his work with the Federal Writers' Project broac?ened his u{ldf:rstanfilng f)f
black life which in turn shaned his midcentury masterpiece, Invisible Man. His interviews in
Harlep 4150 helped him dev:lo an ear for vernacular speech. Thi.s “documentary” approach,

‘“Wgh far from ‘r)leut | ¢ ﬂecgég the Depression-era engagement with the nation'’s myn:ad lo.cal

("h“f?s,an attemn e , iversity of experience that made up a larger American identity.

— ptto capture the diversity e —— b e b oo —rp

N —

W, ey e wmar
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5. “A POOR WHITE IS A BRING DOWN~

RALPH ELLISON, INTERVIEW WITH AN AFRICAN-AMERICAN
MUSICIAN, HARLEM, JUNE 15, 1939

'was sitting up on the bandstand drumming, trying

to make myself some eat-up change. Wasn't such a
crowd in the place that night, just a bunch a them
beer-drinkers. I was looking down at em dancing and
wishing that things would liven up. Then a man came
up and give me four dollars Just to sing one number.
Well, I was singing for that man. [ was really laying it
Jack, just alike Marian Anderson. What the he]] you
talking about; I'd sing all night after that cat done
give me four bucks. . But this is what brings you

wont take me up to Harlem ang show me "
Isaid: “Hell yes, mammydodger, I stinki ¢ that'
you mean Im gon always stink. You'|| never CGIChn:

sabitcheg U ther

11 YOU get up they
+Youporas|am. I dont ge,

Oung

-world do you want to come up o
Int got nothing and I sho aint go
oor colored cat and a poor white
“ You aint got nothing cause youts
d I aint got nothing cause I'm bladt’
L guess you BOU your little ol skin, that's the reasor
Im supposed to fee] good cause you walk in my hous
and sit in my chairs? Hell, that skin aint no more g
t0 you than mine js to me. You caint marry onea
Ponts daughters, and I know dam well I caint. So whi
the hell yoy 80N do up to my place?” The
AW man, | have to get these white cats told- '

| T
think you SUpposed to fee] good cause they fnendbim

my place for? You 3
nothing. Whats 3 P
gonna do together
dumb to getit. An




The Great Depression 203

second hand stores, anywhere. [ aint

autd i“"k Sh;f; my money. . .. :0.0" things is gonna narrow down to the fine point
-i\‘i“gthes.e 2 ] eot me a head a cabba litlers gonna reach in a few months and grab and
; See this D28 g here and o and. two  then thingsll start. All the white folksil be killing
oy corn. Im 801;]18 up Onnan 8it rll:e a side a  off one another. And | hope they do. a good y’nbl’
;,Jcoﬂ- when | get Olr(ne, 2 d COOK t ?cabbage Then there wont be nobody left but sjm, Then
and bacor gonne mat eﬁT:.cSlz;l]]:rcorn fritters and  we'll be fighting it out amongs ourselves. That'l}
el pack in MY bwenty S-a-month room  be a funky fight. Aw hell yes' When Negroes start

eat MY (ritters and cabbage and tell the Jews running things I think I'll have to get off the earth

Jnd ) ¢ - P o, .
0 forgit it! Jack I'm just sitting back waiting, cause before its too late!’

INTRODUCTION TO DOCUMENT 6

Tom Kromer grew up in West Virginia, where his father had been a coal miner and then a glass-
blower. Kromer was a talented student, and he enrolled at Marshall College, but the death of
his father and his own lack of funds caused him to drop out before finishing a degree. The
Great Depression soon followed, and Kromer was left a vagrant. For a few years, he rode freight
trains across the country. Finally, he was able to join the Civilian Conservation Corps, which

afforded him the time and money to write his autobiographical Waiting for Nothing (1935). The
author Lincoln Steffens assisted Kromer in having the manuscript published by Alfred A. Knopf
Company. Perhaps more than any other Depression-era book, this one gave a sense, not only of
hopeless wandering but also of the terror of being homeless. Kromer left nothing out: the alcoholism,

the cruelty of the police and the middle class, the violence of “stiffs” against each other, and the

ever-pressing need for “three hots and a flop”"—food and shelter.

6. FROM WAITING FOR NOTHING

TOM KROMER

;f0uch here in this doorway of the blind baggage. For frozen. I have no feeling in them. 1 slink far back in
fee:hours | have huddled here in the freezing cold. My this door ar}d put my hands over my f.ace. Great God.
ern "Mgle down beneath the car. The wind whistles un- but [ am mlserabl(.e.’l cannot §tand this much longer.

eath [ was a fool for nailing the blind baggage of this pas-

and swings them back and forth. The wheels

i

‘hnrisv " the rais, Up in front of me the engine roars senger. .l was a fool, and now 1 am freezing to death..

The sgh the blackness, that is blacker than the night. [ think. How am | fzver going to get off this drag if

lefin[moke and the fire belch into the sky and scat- .+ ever does stop? I can t}valk. My feet, that are frozen,
- will not hold me up. I sit here and think, and I doze.

‘orching sparks that burn my back and neck.

feel the wind that swings rny legs' 'rhey are l aWAke With d ]efk.

ldo ot
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“You damn fool,” I say, “you cant go to sleep
here. You will fall under those wheels that sing be-
neath you. Those wheels would make quick work of
you, all right. Those wheels would make mincemeat
of you. You would not be cold any more.”

[ begin to sing. I sing loud. I yell at the top of
my voice, because of the roar of the wheels and the
sound of the wind underneath me. I don’t want to fall
under those wheels. I am only a stiff, and I know that
a stiff is better off dead, but I don’t want to fall under
those wheels. I can feel myself getting dopey. I try to
sing louder. I try to hear my voice over the sound of
the wind and the cars, but | cannot. [ cannot keep
awake. I can see that I cannot keep awake. I am fall-
Ing asleep. I wonder if this is the way a guy freezes to
death. I am not so cold now. | am almost warm. The
wind roars just as loud as before. It must be just as
cold as it was before. But I am not cold. I am warm.
Great Christ, I must not Jet myself freeze to death.
I swing my arms. I reach my head far out over the
side of the car. The wind tears at my face, but I keep it

there until the tears run down my cheeks. Oh, Christ,
won't this drag never stop?

Jerk and throw me forward. [ hear the whine of air for
brakes. I grab the sides of this car with al] my might.
My frozen fingers slip, then hold. I am not scared.
I'am not afraid. I just grab the sides of the car and
hold. I feel this train slacken speed. | see the scattered
lights of a town. Only a few lights, but | see that this

drag is going to stop. I begin to laugh, | laugh like a

see that I am standing, but [ cannot fe
neath my feet. I reach out over the gjq
grab the ladder. I climb down_ | hold
and guide my legs with the other, but
I'stop at this last step. It is a long way
for my frozen feet. I jump. I fa]] f;

el the Car b
¢ Of the cay anti
with One hand
[ climp dowp

ce-down the

1his drag Whist]e,
the high ball. She pulls out. [ Jje here in th, cin.

ders with my bleeding face and watch the COachey
go by. I lie here in the cinders with my frozen legs
that have no feeling in them. I shiver as 1 think of
that blind baggage with the roar of the wheels 254
the sound of the wind underneath. | Push my figs

are still open. I pass a restaurant. There is a sign in
the window. It says: “Try our ten-cent hamburgers.”
[ wonder if they would Jet a frozen stiff try their ten-
cent hamburgers. I walk in. There are two customers
eating. I walk up to this bird behind the counter. He
backs away. He glances at his cash register. He hasa
scared look on his face. | look in the mirror that lines
the wall. I do not blame this guy for being scared
What I see scares me, too. My face is as black as the
ace of spades. It is smeared with blood from the cuts

of the cinders ag they scraped my face. I hit those cir-
ders hard.

“Buddy,” | say, “I am broke. Could you spare m¢
a cup of coffee?”

/ Cfe
.I cant get me anything to warm me up. But " In
'S one thing I will have 1o get, and that Is a floP
weather like thig a 8tiff has got to have a flop.




the jail up by locking you up.”

up- cell, if this is not a hell of a note! A stiff can't
\ eak int0 2 lousy can. They call this a free coun-

. an 4 a stiff can’'t even break into jail to get away

r'rt; o the cold and the wind.
sCan | warm up @ little by your fire?” I say. “1 am

froze- .
+ot this straight, this

jcant louse

[

| sy

"1f ] catch you 1n this town tomoIrrow, it will be a

good thing if you do shoot yourself,” he says-
[ go out 1O the street and walk. I walk fast. 1 do

2ot feel like walking fast, but I have to to keep from

freezing to death. T hat’s ho
srove. Over away from the road
alight in it. I knock on the door.

o the door with a lantern in his hand.
‘Hello,” I say. “Have you BO! somewhere a Uy

could flop for the night around here? 1am freezing to

death, with no place to flop.”
He puts his hand on the top of MY head.
“Son, do you believe in Christ?” he says-
"Sure,” | say, “I believe 1D Christ. Have you
mmf place I could flop around here?”
“theme Jast days are upon us,” he says-
i ey ““{"Pet is soon upon us.
erlasting flame.”
fhis guy is as batty as
Isay Ffavg you got some place I
- An old shed or something?”
Outside will not be too far away

He i
s ready for the booby-hatch-

got

1 loon. 1 can see 1
could flop

from this guy-
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“The lamb
that i
he says. at is lost is the care of the Lord.”
Hele
the peca:fsl:'?e way to this building where they store
siles of th. is a big place. The floor is covered with
hole downe:e pecans. He takes a shovel and digs a
| n one of these piles, h '
sacks in the bottom of it et huriap
‘S e - .
0": he says, “lay down in this hole and rest.”
[ get in.
N H: covers me up with pecans, and piles sacks on
p of me. My face is all that is sticking out of the

hole. He puts a sack over my face.
Rest that you may better fight the battles of the

Lord,” he says.
He takes his lantern and goes back to his sh

It is pitch-dark in here now. | lie under these
pecans and think. Here | am lying down in 3 hole.
Here I am covered up with pecans. Before | went
on the fritz, 1 was lying nights in a feather bed.
I thought 1 was hard up then. | had a decent front.
[ had my three hots and a flop. Can you imagine a
guy thinking he is hard up when he has his three

hots and a flop? That was twoO years ago, but two
the fritz. 1 look

ack.

as a guy can get,
on top of him fo

he wouldn't put up with
ve a million dollars,

n top of me

r covers. If a guy had any guts,
this. 1 think. Why should

and 1 am down 1D
for covers! Maybe

that guy ha

know. what 18 that to me if he 18

in the missions. Religion

are religion and morals to me
hole with pecans on top of me!

at this world belongs to certain
say: This much of

u can’t sleep here?
darkness and think. It is t0O cold

of the drag | could not

close them. [ listen
ig sack
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off my face and strain my eyes through the blackness. I
am afraid of rats. Once in a jungle [hobo camp] I awoke
with two on my face. Since then I dream of rats that are
as big as cats, who sit on my face and gnaw at my nose
and eyes. I cannot see them. It is too dark. I cannot
lie here and wait with my heart thumping against my
ribs like this. I cannot lie here and listen to them patter
across the floor, and me not able to see them. I pull
myself out of these pecans and get to my feet. I tiptoe
out to the road. I do not want to wake this crazy old
codger who dug the hole for me. I do not want to hurt
his feelings, and besides, he might go off his nut.

I'walk. I lower my head far down to keep the whis-
tling wind from cutting my face like a knife. I listen to
the creak of the trees as the wind tears through them.
I keep to the left of the road. I cannot hear the sounds
of the cars as they come up behind me. You can hear
nothing for the roar of the wind. From time to time I
turn my head to stare through the night for signs of
a headlight. When I see one, I stop 1n my tracks and
hold out my hand for a ride. They do not stop when
they see me raise my hand. They step on the gas and
go faster. They do not care to pick up a worn-out stiff
with blisters on his feet. It is night. They are afraid.
They are afraid of being knocked in the head. | do not
blame them for being afraid. You cannot tell what a
stitf might do when he is as cold and fagged as I am.
A stiff is not himself when he is as cold as | am.

I reach the town and skirt it. I am afraid of rats,
and this town bull has a face like a rat ] reach the
yards and crawl into one of these cars that line the
tracks. I shove the doors almost shut. | do not shut it

tight. If they start moving these cars du ring the night,
I want to be ready for a quick get-away, | take this

that feeling when there is something wrong. 1 had
that feeling once when 2 drag 1 was on went over the
ditch. That feeling was in the top of my head just

before a guy I was talking to on the streey d
dead. My breath comes in short Basps. There s
crawling feeling all over me. A tingle startg my fe;:
and runs to my hair. I feel a chill in the roqq of Iy
hair. I know what that is. My hair is Standing “P.)l'
raise up on my elbow. The rustle [ make a5 | Move o
the paper sounds like thunder in the quietness of the
car. A ray of light comes through the OPening in ¢,
door. It is not strong enough to reach to the othe end
of the car, but I know that there is nothing there, |y
is in back of me. Whatever it is that is in this ca; 18 in
back of me. . ..

Then, through the dark, comes this Squeal. It i

a wild squeal. A squeal like something is mad 354 |
crazy. It is like something that has lost its mipq
I feel it bound through the air and land on my back.
It knocks me down to the floor. These sharp claws
bite into the nape of my neck. The long fingers grip
my throat so that my breath comes in sobs. [ an
strangling. I grab at these claws. I feel a man’s wrist
A strong wrist. A wrist that is all covered with hair
like an animal’s. I am down on my belly on the floor
of the car. These fingers like hot iron press tighter and
tighter. I feel these knees that bore into the small of
my back. My neck wrenches backward. So far back
I'wait to hear it snap. Dizzier I get, and dizzier. Like
in a dream | know that these claws that bite into
my neck are trying to kill me, to choke me to death.
I struggle blindly in the darkness.

I'throw myselfto my back. I feel the claws loosen
their grip. I feel them slide off my neck and tear the
flesh off in strips. | feel the burn on my throat and
the moistness that | know is blood. I stumble to my
feet as he Sprawls on the floor. I am facing him now
in the dark, He scrambles to his feet. He is only 2
shapeless masgs in front of me. It is a shapeless mass
that wants 1o ki me, to choke me till there is N
life in me. | gee j hurl itself through the air. | b'{'Ce
myself against the side of the car and kick out with

fOppegy




‘hat comes through the door | see th;
ine creeps. | know what that flash is "3
[ cannot let him get at e with the kni.l |
him rip n.1e open with the knife. |{e T,
urder me with the knife. I have to get out
eat Christ, 1 have to get out of here. | lea'
door and reach it. I claw at it and tr); gg
' open It is caught. The splinters bury them-
Pr{res . my finger-nails. I do not notice the pain. |
ol Jfraid 10 notice the pain of a splinter in n.ly
. behind me I hear that scream.

5. Agal -
ing around. The knife flashes through the

i above my head. | grab at the hairy wrist that
he knife. The razor-sharp edge slashes my
ms. 1 KnOW it slashes my arms because of the
{ feeling and the wet that spurts against

[ struggle with the wrist that holds the

the arm that clubs at my head. I am get-
The loss of blood has made me weak. |
d the arm that clutches the knife. I glue

my eyes 10 this flash that quivers and shakes over
my head as W€ strain in the ray that comes through
he moonlight. Nearer it comes and

..+ with all my strength. I twist
our panting and

m)v faCe.
knife and

canHOI hOl
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In the following two pieces, Mer
by the Depression. “Women Of1 t
quality of Kromer's novel. AS

alone than face the shame O
the cultural organ of the Communist Party ©

article for its despairing tone. In
years later, Le Sueur took a muc

f asking for help.

idel Le Sueur offers
he Breadlines” (193

Le Sueur points out,
“Women on th

‘e Here L€ Gueur descrl
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fist that smash knife on the floor and ke’%.thu
€3 10 my face | sprawl to the other

end of th |
| cannot tl(:' ' B1Ope in the dark and try to get up
1AM 100 weak to get 10 my feet | lwe here

and tremble on the floor
dm;};’::g:lhilshe ray of light that comes from the

s gUY stand and . - |
Shrasm o the knite b ¢ stare at the floor The
e s not lookin "t:ht ere. He does not prck 1t up
from mv sl K e kmfchll 8 !bss pool of blood
e & gz sie:‘shcd»up arm hc is staring at. He stares
e anYd , a' trance at this bkx.ud. He flops to his

plashes his hands in the bicod and
screams. He splashes his hands in the pool of blood
and smears it all over his face. | can see him quiver
and shake and hear his jabber as he smears the
blood. I lie here and wait for the flash of the knife,
but it does not come. He leaps to his feet and jumps
towards the door of the car. He jabbers and babbles
as he shoves against it. He slides it open and leaps
to the tracks. I can hear his screams as he crashes

through the thickets.

10 DOCUMENTS 7 AND 8

i]ling accounts of how women were affected

us ch ‘
of the same wandering, hopeless

 as Le Sueur argues
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7. WOMEN ON THE BREADLINES (1932)

MERIDEL LE SUEUR

am sitting in the city free employment bureau. It's the

woman'’s section. We have been sitting here now for
four hours. We sit here every day, waiting for a job. There
are no jobs. Most of us have had no breakfast. Some
have had scant rations for over a year. Hunger makes
a human being lapse into a state of lethargy, especially
cty hunger. Is there any place else in the world where a
human being is supposed to go hungry amidst plenty
without an outcry, without protest, where only the bold-
est steal or kill for bread, and the timid crawl the streets,
hunger like the beak of a terrible bird at the vitals?

We sit looking at the floor. No one dares think of
the coming winter. There are only a few more days of
summer. Everyone is anxious to get work to lay up
something for that long siege of bitter cold. But there
is no work. Sitting in the room we all know it. That is
why we don’t talk much. We look at the floor dread-

ing to see that knowledge in each other’s eyes. There
is a kind of humiliation in it. We look away from each
other. We look at the floor. It’s too terrible to see this
animal terror in each other’s eyes.

So we sit hour after hour, day after day, waiting for
a job to come in. There are many women for a single
job. A thin sharp woman sits inside the wire cage look-
ing at the book. For four hours we have watched her
looking at the book. She has a hard little eye. In the
small bare room there are half a dozen women sitting
on the benches waiting. Many come and go. Our faces
are all familiar to each other, for we wait here every day.

This is a domestic employment bureau. Most of
the women who come here are middle aged, some
have families, some raised their families and are now
alone, some have men who are out of work. Hard
times and the man leaves to hunt for work. He doesn'’t
find it. He drifts on. The woman probably doesn't
hear from him for a long time. She expects it. She
isn’t surprised. She struggles alone to feed the many
mouths. Sometimes she gets help from the charities.

If she’s clever she can get herself a good living from

the charities, if she’s naturally a lick spittle, n
a little docile and cunning. If she’s proud thep she
starves silently, leaving her children to fin

d work
coming home after a day’s searching to wrestje with
her house, her children.

Some such story is written on the faces of all
these women. There are young girls too, fresh from
the country. Some are made brazen too soon by the
city. There is a great exodus of girls from the farms
into the city now. Thousands of farms have been v
cated completely in Minnesota. The girls are trying 1o
get work. The prettier ones can get jobs in the stores
when there are any, or waiting on table but these jobs
are only for the attractive and the adroit, the othes.
the real peasants, have a more difficult time. . ..

It's one of the great mysteries of the city wher
women go when they are out of work and hungry. Thez
are not many women in the bread line. There are no flop
houses for women as there are for men, where a bed an
be had for a quarter or less. You don't see women ‘“ﬂg
on the floor at the mission in the free flops. They dm'
ously don't sleep in the jungle or under newspapers 1
the park. There is no law I suppose against their bemg®
these places but the fact is they rarely are. .

Yet there must be as many women out of jobs 2
cities and suffering extreme poverty as there ar -
What happens to them? Where do they go? Try ©© =
into the YW.C.A. without any money or looking 4%
at heel. Charities take care of very few and only M
that are called “deserving.” The lone girl is “nfiaw
cion by the virgin women who dispense charity- il

I've lived in cities for many months broke.
out help, too timid to get in bread lines. ['ve ko Gint
many women to live like this until they Simplyword
on the street from privations, without Sayi_ng amonl
to anyone. A woman will shut herself up 12 2
until it is taken away from her, and eat 3 - jal

. 0
day and be as quiet as a mouse so there aré &
statistics concerning her.

dturaliy




why it is, but a woman will do this
pendents; will go for weeks, verging
crawling in some hole, going through
med, sitting 1N libraries, parks, going for
1king to a living soul like some exiled
-uns mended in her stockings, shut
her own misery, until she becomes too
pint ive and timid to even ask forajob. ...

“ .ungle and know it. We are beaten,
oed. There is no way out. Even if there were a
. if that thin acrid woman came and gave ev-
. in the room a iob for a few days, a few hours,
hirty cents an hour, this would all be repeated to-

o he next day and the next. . ..
. . this room like cattle, waiting for a

Go We sit 111
. rent job, willing to work to the farthest atom

ble to work, unable to get food and
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lodg'

INg, una

this shame '(::lo bear children; here we must sit in
ing at th o

a slaughter. . § at the floor, worse than beasts at

It's -
e youlrl'ol tl.le suffering, not birth, death, love that
B reject, but the suffering of endless labous

witho -
clave ::ti::!":;‘:a:el ?5 l'he spare bread in bitterness. 3
Editorial Note: 1 :ny of a slafre.
the unemployed w Omaptes;'maupn‘ of the Phght of
tive, is defeatist in anitun(;: la:::n" " - ""f"”"“
N », lacking in revolutionary
spirit and direction which characterize the us.ma.!
contribution 10 New Masses. We feel it our duty
to add, that there is a place for the unemployed
woman, as well as man, in the ranks of the unem-
ployed councils and in all branches of the organized
revolutionary movement. Fight for your class, read
The Working Woman, join the Communist Party.”

8. | WAS MARCHING (1934)

MERIDEL LE SUEUR

It is like looking

have never been in a strike before.
me and

ttsomething that is happening for the first ti
lhere are no thoughts and no words yet accrued to it.

fyou come from the middle class, words are likely to
l:f;n more than an event. You are likely to think about
ing and the happening will be the size of a pin
s::;:nd ‘.he words around the happening very large,
ng it queerly. It's a case of “Remembrance of

thm " i
8 past.” When you are in the event, you are likely

0 have 5 dicr: .
pamye a distinctly individualistic attitude, to be only

n a crisis the word falls away and the skeleton
hows in terrific movement.

For two days I heard of the strike. 1 went by their
headquarters, | walked by on the opposite side of
the street and saw the dark old building that had
heen a garage and lean, dark young faces leaning
from the upstairs windows. | had to go down there
often. I looked in. [ saw the huge black interior and

Now 1
of that action s

. from their sweaty faces.

rs leaving filled with grimy men, pickets
. s roaring out. I stayed close

tching. 1 didn't go in. I was afraid they
After all, | could remain a specta-

would put me out
' olo hat kept going around with
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professionals, even business men and women stand-
Ing across the street, too, and I saw in their faces the
same longings, the same fears.

The truth is [ was afraid. Not of the physical danger

at all, but an awful fright of mixing, of losing myself,
of being unknown and lost. I felt inferior. 1 felt no one

would know me there, that all | had been trained to
excel in would go unnoticed. | can't describe what I felt,
but perhaps it will come near it to say that I felt I excelled
In competing with others and l knew instantly that these

[ was filled

attitudes of cynicism, preciosity, defiance and hatred. . . .
The next day, with sweat breaking out on my
body, I walked past the three guards at the door. They

said, “Let the women In. We need women.” And |
knew it was no joke. . ..

Nobody asks my name. I am given a large butcher’s
apron. | realize I have never before worked anony-

mously. At first | feel Strange and then I feel good. The
forewoman sets me to washing tin cups. There are not
enough cups. We have to wash fast and rinse them
and set them up quickly for buttermilk and coffee a5
the line thickens and the men wait, . ., .

Then I am changed and put to pouring coffee, At
first I look at the men’s faces and then I don't look
aNy more. It seems I am pouring coffee for the same
tense, dirty sweating face, the same body, the same
blue shirt and overalls. Hours go by, the heat is ter-
rific. 1am not tired. I am not hot. I am pouring coffee.
Iam swung into the most intense and natural organi-

hands raising a thousand cups,
throats burning, eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep,

the body dilated to catch every sound over the whole
city. Buttermilk? Coffee?

“Is your man here?” the woman cutting sand-
wiches asks me,

“No," I say, then I lie for some reason, peering
around as if looking eagerly for someone, “I don't see

him now,”

But I was pouring coffee for living mep, |

That night at eight o'clock a masS'ﬂ'lee(: '
called of all labor. Itwasto be in a Parking Joq two
from headquarters. All the women Bather at the fron
the building with collection cans, ready to
meeting. | have not been home. It never oc
leave. The twilight is eerie and the men a
the chief of police is going to attack the

ghastly with what might be in the next
“If you have any children,” 2 wo

96 and the sun had been down 2 good hour, .

I am one of them, vet I don't feel myself at all |y i
curious. I feel most alive and yet for the first time In
my life I do not feel myself as separate. | realize then
that all my previous feelings have been based on feel-
ing myself separate and distinct from others and now

| sense sharply faces, bodies, closeness and my own
fear is not my own alone, nor my hope. . ..

THE NEXT DAY

Iwo men died from that day’s shooting. Men lined
Up to give one of them a blood transfusion, but he

died. Black Friday men called the murderous day.
Night and day workers held their children up to see
the body of Ness who djeq Tuesday, the day of the
funeral, one thousang more militia were massed
downtown.

[t wasstill over ninetyin the shade. [ went to the fu-
neral parlors and thousands of men and women were

massed there waiting in the terrific sun. One blodif’f




’ "
. drew me in. "We want all 1o march "
e .

they

4 the mass behind and pulled it aftér th(.’tﬁ '| felt

walking, accelerating my speed with the others
ine stretched, pulled taut, then held it rhythm'

Not 2 cop Wwas in Sight. The (Ortege moved
prough the stop-and-go signs, it seemed 1o lify of js4

ic thythm, comin : : v legs . _ ca
own dramatic Thy 8 fr0.m the intention of Strange shuff © sttaighten 1 fels my feet joun in thae
pvery person there. We were oving SPOl‘llaneously e of thousands of bodwes moving with

» , movement, natural, hardy and miraculoys. i"i"‘;:l";‘)n. pf thousands of feet and my own beeath
we passed through six blocks of tenements € BIRantic breath. As of an electric charge had

: assed il ‘
hrough @ sea of grim faces and there was not a sound ?l\arch;,,;:?ugh me, my hait stood on end | was

INTRODUCTION TO DOCUMENTS ¢ AND 10

L Lt o

From the sl?ocking images of American poverty in the documentary photographs to the attempts 1o
capture regional and racial dialects in the oral histories and working-class fiction, there was a perva-
sive aim of broadening access to culture in the 1930s. Perhaps the most memorable of these efforts
was the stirring performance of contralto Marian Anderson at the Lincoln Memorial in April 1939,
Anderson had begun to sing as a child at the Union Baptist Church in Philadelphia and con-
tinued to impress audiences with her virtuosity in the choir. Though local conservatories refused
to admit her as a student because of her race, she gained substantial support after winning a
1925 competition to sing with the New York Philharmonic Symphony Orchestra and went on to
perform across Europe. She returned to the United States in 1935 wit
at Carnegie Hall, then gave a concert at the Roosevelt White House, and for the next few years

toured across North America. :

Yet despite her box office power, she was subject to the same segregation laws thatf::hh::
African Americans experienced. In 1939, Howard University hoped to arrange a fCOlI:CT e
at Washington D.C.'s Constitutional Hall, which was ovtmed by the Da:gl:;efsl :d ; reu len:b:rring
Revolution (DAR), a civic organization. A few years earlier, the DAR. 5 ate((;ll ainst blacks and
African Americans from performing at the hall after some members protested ag

Whites being seated in imity to one another. ‘
proximity @ __there was a mere book
The DAR denied that they had turned down Anderson because of her race

° i derson out of Constitution
Ing conflict, they said. Others in the organization argfled that k’letl:lga :;(n peerformers aligned with the
Hall was a simply a matter of obeying the law, that thelr rule agal

k to the Woodrow Wilson administra-
*gregation policies in the District of Columbia, .

tion, Ending segregation, the DAR argued, Wa

. ' ' el 4 lt ad’
District as a whole, Eleanor Roosevelt, i responi\/1 Robert, s Document 9. The next day, Rooseve

' ni
on to the organization’s president, Mrs. Henty » oiving the country a Sense of her reasortifs

H
ressed her decision in her syndicated column, *
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Monument on Easter Sunday to hear Marian Anderson. Thousan

Source: Scurlock Records, Archives Center, National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution.

9. ELEANOR ROOSEVELT TO HENRY M. ROBERT

FEBRUARY 26, 1939

me unfortunate, and | feel obliged to send in to yo¢
My dear Mrs. Robert: My resignation. You had an opportunity to lead ina8

ver been a very usefy] enlightened Way and it seems to me that your organt
member of the Daughters of the American Revoly- 2ation has failed

Ing as I do thijs seems to me the only propé'
Procedure to follow.




10. "MY DAY”

218

(FEBRUARY 27, 1939

e been Jebating in my mind for some time
on which 1 have had to debate with myself on’cil
‘ e in my life. Usually I have decided dife
,'genll)’ he way 1n which 1 am deciding now‘
tion is, ifyou belong to an organization an(i
of an action which is typical of a policy
pould YOU cesign Of is it betterto work for a change(i
i within the organization? In the past
[ was able tO work actively in any organizatiol;
d. I have usually stayed until I had
and had been defeated.

from

owhich 1 belonge

... Even -

defeat and de::i:d'l :"f # 3 role weeped o
too far ahead of the h'“ S O
bt [ Heovm o thinking for the majority at that
L wae i often found that the thing i which
"~ Qs(“:::ed was done some years later But @
e ac;ive ‘:}n: 0 an organization in which | can
wirwhmpile r : 'Tkhcy have taken an action which
N y talked of in the press To remain a8

r implies approval of that action. and there-

fore | am resigning."’
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Eleanor Roosevelt's decision attracte

that she was using this as a po
n the District, which also preve
m Constitution Ha

range for

gation 1
she had been barred fro

Interior Secretary Harold Ickes to af
¢ Sol Hurok, laud

Lincoln Memorial. Anderson’s agent,

the memorial as a clear message to t
Eleanor Roosevelt’s intervention helped

away from their historic loyalty to t
. »n must have delighte

Deal coalition. The administration

e mall and t

to the 75,000 listening on th
ver the radio.

thrilled at her performance O

d considerable attention and

litical opportunity. Butt
nted Anderson from singing at a

11 In light of this situation,
Anderson to sing in the

hose who had snu
her husband's ongo!

he larger pro

open air on
ed the plan to hold the co
bbed the singer because O

nt 11), wntten bva
¢ the Lincoln aemorial
cross the country who

d at the letter (Docume

’ troduced Anderson a
f thousancls more a




ations and to Sponsor Negro achievement. Most Respectfully,
Louise E. Jefferson!?

Pression alter people’s daily [ .
. 1V ? . o d
women dlfferently? African. Americans? y l1ves? Do you see evidence that it affecte
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