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SUMMARY

The clearest and most powerful lens through which to view society is the Marxian lens of
class conflict. In the dissertation I apply this lens to the study of the unemployed in Chicago
during the Great Depression, specifically of their experiences and struggles to survive in a hostile
political economy. Scattered through historical scholarship are many partial accounts of the
social history of the Depression’s victims, but none that focuses, comprehensively, on the city of
Chicago. Nor does any propose quite the interpretation adopted here, which sheds earlier
assumptions of the “passivity” and “apathy” of the long-term unemployed in favor of
emphasizing the implicit and explicit anti-capitalist radicalism and working-class consciousness
of the unemployed poor. They were not merely bewildered lost souls blown hither and thither by
the economic gale; on a large scale, they tended toward resolute resistance against miserly relief
financing, cruel bureaucratic procedures, police protection of private property, capitalist
prioritization of high profits above social welfare, and the very fact of mass economic insecurity
itself. On a relatively unpolitical level, working-class neighborhoods persevered through an
essentially communistic sharing of resources and mutual self-defense against the depredations of
the dominant social order. But on a more political level, millions followed the Communist Party
and other far-left organizations in an attempt to compel Congress to pass the Workers’
Unemployment Insurance Act in 1935, one of the most popular bills of the decade not in spite of
but because of its socialistic nature. Running through the dissertation is a dual polemic against
idealist social philosophies and the Gramscian interpretation of capitalist society as relatively
coherent and culturally/ideologically integrated. Instead, I emphasize the role of class struggle

and the violence that emanates from it as the main guarantors of social order. In the end, my
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hope is that this study may illuminate current and future social conflicts and possibilities, as I
argue that the American political economy is now in a state analogous to that which precipitated

the Great Depression.
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Introduction

Mark Twain showed characteristic wisdom when he remarked, supposedly, that while
history does not repeat itself, it rhymes. The most recent evidence for this thesis concerns the
state of the world economy, the “fundamentals” of which are not “strong” (John McCain’s
erstwhile optimism notwithstanding). In many respects, the Great Recession of 2008-9 rhymed
with the Great Depression of the 1930s, as political and academic commentators have pointed
out.! Even more ominously, contemporary economic trends continue to rhyme with the trends
that preceded and precipitated the Great Depression. All indications are that the world is headed
for another such cataclysm, although of course it will not follow the contours of the last one.
This grim prognosis is the reason I thought it would be worthwhile and timely to reconsider the
experiences of the long-term unemployed in the United States—more specifically, in Chicago—
in the Great Depression; for the ranks of our own unemployed are about to swell dramatically.

In the first chapter I parenthetically draw parallels between the political economy of the
late 1920s and that of the present, but I’ll make a few more remarks here. The central point is the
old Keynesian one, which originally was the old socialist and Marxian one (until Keynes
appropriated it and made it respectably bourgeois and mainstream): economic growth at a
compound rate cannot continue indefinitely when aggregate demand is weak. David Harvey said
it well in 2010, in the thick of the Great Recession: “A synoptic view of the current crisis would
say: while the epicentre lies in the technologies and organisational forms of the credit system and
the state-finance nexus, the underlying problem is excessive capitalist empowerment vis-a-vis

labour and consequent wage repression, leading to problems of effective demand papered over

"E.g., Peter Temin, “The Great Recession and the Great Depression,” National Bureau of Economic Research
Working Paper No. 15645, January 2010, at http://www.nber.org/papers/w15645.
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by a credit-fuelled consumerism of excess in one part of the world [the West, especially the U.S.]
and a too-rapid expansion of production in new product lines in another [e.g., much of Asia].”
The problem of excessive capitalist empowerment and consequent wage repression remains, and
is essentially the problem of the late 1920s, when American Communists, among others, were
predicting an economic collapse on the basis of old “underconsumptionist” and
“overproductionist” arguments.

Wherever one looks, one finds parallels between the past and the present. The explosion
of consumer credit in the late 1920s (mentioned in the following chapter) has been dwarfed by
the explosion of credit since the 1980s—an explosion necessary because of the broad-based
stagnation and decline of American workers’ income over the same period. But expansion of
credit with no corresponding expansion of income cannot continue indefinitely, as the economic
collapses of 1929 and 2008 showed. Since the Great Recession ended, income inequality in the
U.S. has continued to rise, as it did in the 1920s: for example, between 2009 and 2012, the top 1
percent captured 95 percent of total income growth. As before the Depression, unproductive
speculation on the stock market, sustained by financial bubbles, has in the last 40 years become
an increasingly favored form of investment by the titans of capitalism, even as
deindustrialization has left millions of Americans without stable work and is contributing to the
erosion of the middle class. Organized labor has suffered enormous defeats since the 1970s, as it
did in the 1920s, to the point that union density in the private sector is now what it was in 1930

(a little less than 7 percent). And so on and on one can list the parallels—the pathologies.’

* David Harvey, The Enigma of Capital, and the Crises of Capitalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010),
118.

? Josh Bivens et al., “Raising America’s Pay: Why It’s Our Central Economic Policy Challenge,” Economic Policy
Institute, June 4, 2014, http://www.epi.org/publication/raising-americas-pay/ (accessed January 13, 2016); Estelle
Sommeiller and Mark Price, “The Increasingly Unequal States of America,” Economic Policy Institute, January 26,
2015, http://www.epi.org/publication/income-inequality-by-state-1917-t0-2012/; “Union Members Summary,”
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In short, there is every reason to believe that we’re entering an era of prolonged economic
stagnation punctuated by crisis, an era structurally analogous (in some ways) to the Great
Depression. The obvious question, then, is—What can we learn from the past about how the
future will unfold, and about how we can make the future unfold in a positive way? This being
an academic work of history, I will not discuss these questions much in the body of the work. I
have already done so, in any case, in another book, Worker Cooperatives and Revolution:
History and Possibilities in the United States (2014), where I also show how a few revisions to
the doctrines of orthodox Marxism can and should inform, in interesting and productive ways,
the strategies of left-wing activists in the 21st century. Nevertheless, I hope that this dissertation
at least indirectly illuminates our current historical moment, with regard both to its dominant
features and to the possibilities that lie dormant within it.

Much has been written about the history of the unemployed in the United States—
although perhaps not as much as one would think, given the importance of the topic. One of the
most notable studies is Alexander Keyssar’s Out of Work: The First Century of Unemployment in
Massachusetts (1986), a pioneering social history of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
that includes discussion of politics, organized labor, “spontaneous” collective action by the
jobless, and ways that people coped with losing their livelihood. While only a few pages are
devoted to the 1930s, the implicit recognition throughout the book of the agency and dignity of
people who suffered the ignominy of unemployment is something I have tried to emulate in this
study, even to emphasize.

One reason Keyssar does not discuss the Great Depression at length is that so much had

already been written about it. Well-known books by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., William

Bureau of Labor Statistics, January 23, 2015, http://www.bls.gov/news.release/union2.nr0.htm. See also Robert
McElvaine, The Great Depression: America, 1929-1941 (New York: Three Rivers Press, 2009), 2009 introduction.
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Leuchtenburg, Lester Chandler, Irving Bernstein, Robert McElvaine, and many others had
flooded light on the plight of the unemployed in those years, while far less was known about the
century preceding the 1930s. On the other hand, much of the earlier scholarship had been rather
dismissive of the jobless, treating them as basically passive, apathetic, and apolitical.” It showed
little interest in “ordinary people” on their own terms, in reconstructing their lives and struggles
and thoughts, instead making sweeping, and sometimes unflattering, generalizations about them.
Of course, since this scholarship was usually national in scope and focused on the most
important political and institutional currents of the Depression, it could hardly be expected to do
justice to the variegated tapestry of people’s experiences. Local studies would be better adapted
for that.

One such work is Joan M. Crouse’s The Homeless Transient in the Great Depression:
New York State, 1929—1941, published in the same year as Keyssar’s book. This is an exemplary
study of one category of the homeless unemployed, which reconstructs not only the dynamics of
the state’s relief administration—and the effects of its partial dismantling in late 1935—but also
the experiences and attitudes of both transients and the public as it related to them. The influence
of the “new” (by now old) social history is evident in Crouse’s sympathetic treatment of that
despised category the non-resident unemployed, in all their diversity and frustrated dignity.
Indeed, by the 1980s and ’90s one is hard-pressed to find historical scholarship that does not
valorize the experiences of “ordinary people” to the same degree that they were devalued in an
earlier time.

The work of James Lorence, for example, takes seriously the organizing of the
unemployed that went on throughout the 1930s, instead of dismissing its significance as some

earlier histories had. However, Lorence focuses not on the rank and file of the movements but on

* I give examples at the beginning of chapter three.



the most prominent activists and institutions that led the organizing. Thus, in Organizing the
Unemployed: Community and Union Activists in the Industrial Heartland (1996), he gives “an
exhaustive analysis of the Michigan unemployed movement in all its phases and expressions”
from the early Depression to the Second World War, but an analysis primarily of institutional
activities and interrelations—between local and state governments, left-wing political parties,
unemployed organizations, and industrial unions such as the UAW (which by 1937 was heavily
involved in organizing the jobless).” Social history is largely absent. Likewise, in The
Unemployed People’s Movement: Leftists, Liberals, and Labor in Georgia, 1929-1941 (2009),
Lorence is concerned mainly with the activities of leaders and institutions, although he does
devote considerable space to discussion of race relations and the tribulations of African-
Americans. He also more explicitly argues than in his book on Michigan that “the presumably
inarticulate gained a voice” and effectively pressured authorities. “[T]he Depression crisis,” he
states, “taught the unemployed to combine to speak with one voice; and the result was an

. . . 6
increase in governmental responsiveness under pressure from below.”

This is quite a different
emphasis from that of earlier “top-down” scholarship.

For instance, one might contrast it with two articles written decades earlier, one by Daniel
J. Leab and the other by John Garraty. The first, published in 1967 and titled ““United We Eat’:
The Creation and Organization of the Unemployed Councils in 1930,” has valuable information
on how the Communist Party organized the jobless, how Unemployed Councils were structured,
and what Communists thought of their successes and failures in rousing the public, but it takes a

somewhat condescending perspective toward the jobless, treating them as little more than a semi-

apathetic mass that had to be organized from the outside. Garraty’s article, published in 1976 and

> James Lorence, Organizing the Unemployed: Community and Union Activists in the Industrial Heartland (New
York: State University of New York, 1996), xiii.
® Lorence, The Unemployed People’s Movement (Athens, Georgia: University of Georgia Press, 2009), 6, 228.



titled “Unemployment during the Great Depression,” has a different and broader focus but shares
the “condescending” attitude of Leab’s. In brief, Garraty relies on novelists of the day, reporters,
autobiographical accounts, and sociological studies to argue (in part) that the vast majority of the
unemployed in Europe and the U.S. were demoralized, politically passive, hopeless, and
ashamed of their unemployment. After a paragraph in which he acknowledges that many protests
did occur, he concludes that they were “sporadic, unfocused, and to a considerable extent merely

rhetorical.”’

Such an interpretation, while doubtless partly true, can certainly be contested as an
oversimplification; and I do so contest it in chapter six.

An exception among pre-1980s scholarship is that of Roy Rosenzweig, who in the 1970s
wrote a series of articles on Depression-era activism among the Communists, Socialists, and
Musteites. The content of his three essays is clear from their titles: “Radicals and the Jobless:
The Musteites and the Unemployed Leagues, 1932-1936,” “Organizing the Unemployed: The
Early Years of the Great Depression, 1929-1933,” and “‘Socialism in Our Time’: The Socialist
Party and the Unemployed, 1929-1936.” Like Leab, he is more concerned with the organizers
and the institutions they helped form than with rank and file members; however, he paints a
nuanced and sympathetic picture of the latter that attributes more agency to them than most
previous historians had. He flatly rejects William Leuchtenburg’s judgment (in Franklin D.
Roosevelt and the New Deal) that “most of the unemployed meekly accepted their lot,” insisting
on the contrary that “the jobless employed a number of spontaneous survival strategies such as

informal and formal cooperative movements, family and neighborhood networks of assistance,

individual and group looting of supermarkets, coal bootlegging, determined searches for work,

7 John Garraty, “Unemployment during the Great Depression,” Labor History, vol. 17, no. 2 (Spring 1976): 152.
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and innovative stretching of income.” His articles substantiate this point in relation to political
and semi-political activities, by showing that in many cases it was the ordinary members of the
Unemployed Councils, Workers’ Committees, and Unemployed Leagues who pressed for more
radical action and even had to be restrained by the ideological leftists. In Chicago, the Workers’
Committee quickly came under the control of the grassroots unemployed, who founded dozens
of locals with thousands of members all over the city; and the same was true, though perhaps to a
lesser extent, of the Unemployed Councils.

On the whole, then, it is not hard to find historical scholarship that discusses the
unemployed in the Depression. Two works on Chicago must also be mentioned: Randi Storch’s
Red Chicago: American Communism at its Grassroots, 1928—1935 (2009), which has some
material on Communist organizing around relief policies, eviction fights, and police brutality,
and Lizabeth Cohen’s Making a New Deal: Industrial Workers in Chicago, 1919-1939 (1990),
which has a chapter on how local institutions such as benefit societies, building and loan
associations, churches, and welfare-capitalist employers ultimately failed to protect the
unemployed from the ravages of economic collapse, causing them to turn to the federal
government and the New Deal. However, it should be evident by now that virtually none of the
historiography takes a direct and sustained look, over the entirety of the Depression decade, at
the social history of the long-term unemployed, which is what interests me. Certainly it does not
do so with regard to Chicago, as a local study. This strikes me as a rather gaping gap in the
literature, a gap that ought to be closed. Whether I have successfully done so in this dissertation

is for the reader to judge.

¥ Roy Rosenzweig, “Organizing the Unemployed: The Early Years of the Great Depression, 1929-1933,” Radical
America 10 (July—August 1976): 38.



One might ask, however, why this “gap” in the historiography is something to be closed
in the first place. What is there to be learned by a history of the experiences, the survival
strategies, and the various modes of resistance of “the unemployed” in Chicago in the
Depression? On one level, the answer is the same one that can be given as regards any piece of
historical writing: it fills in details, adds to our fund of knowledge, makes interpretive
connections that have not necessarily been made before. Not all scholarly perspectives or
agendas are very interesting, but they do, at least, present information that can be used by other
writers.

But of course one wants more than that bare minimum. And one wants more than merely
the fact that the U.S. currently has such a bleak economic future that analyses of the 1930s will
soon be of particular interest again. What one wants are arguments that challenge conventional
patterns of thought (or scholarship) and portray history in a new light. So the question here is,
what are the conventional patterns of thought that I want to challenge?

Social history since the 1970s has done much to counteract posterity’s ‘“enormous
condescension” towards the forgotten masses by reconstructing their lives, their agency, to some
extent restoring the dignity that the dominant society denied them in life and later in death.
Numberless works have followed in the democratic and humanistic spirit of E. P. Thompson’s
The Making of the English Working Class (1963), showing how people found ways to resist,
even to construct their own relatively autonomous subcultures. This vast scholarly project,
however, has arguably not gone far enough, in at least two respects. First, as I’ve said, there has
still not been enough attention to the huge and socially significant category of the long-term
unemployed in all periods of U.S. history. Instead, there are works on other subjects that, at

most, overlap with unemployment; or there are works that address unemployment in one chapter



and then move on to some other topic. But unemployment has been such a central part of the
history of capitalism—being one of the most widely shared, and most debilitating, of
experiences—and is so integral to an understanding of the system’s functioning, that it deserves
a whole literature of its own, not just in public policy but in social history too.

Perhaps more importantly, historians have not really plumbed the depths of people’s
opposition to the dominant society. A virtual library of historiography has been written on the
subject of explicit political and economic resistance, especially in the form of labor unions and
social movements, but more can still be said about subtler types of resistance and
nonconformism. In particular, the anti-capitalist and anti-authoritarian dimensions of people’s
behavior and thoughts can be further explored. If capitalism means private ownership of the
means of production, private control (by the owners or their representatives) over the workplace,
production for the single purpose of accumulating profits that are privately appropriated by the
owners, and such tendencies as ever-increasing privatization of society (an outgrowth of capital
owners’ extension of their control and ownership to ever more social domains), the mediation of
more and more human interactions through market processes, and commodification of
increasingly many things, including human labor-power, nature, ideas, and public goods like
education and health care—all of which tendencies have become increasingly pronounced in
recent centuries, except when held in check by popular movements or other countervailing
forces’—then it can be shown that the vast majority of people have, in various ways and often
even unknowingly, opposed it. Much of labor history, of course, has this implication, though it is
not always made clear. Thus, I think historians should do more to show the extent to which
people are ambivalent, even hostile, towards dominant institutions, practices, ideologies, and

values. This anti-Gramscian emphasis is one of the guiding themes of my dissertation.

? See Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation (New York: Farrar & Rinehart, 1944).
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On the most basic level, for instance, everyone acts in a rather “communistic” way, as the
anthropologist David Graeber points out.'’ Even corporate executives, not to mention people less
integrated into market structures, ordinarily act according to what Graeber calls “baseline
communism.” For, if communism means “from each according to his abilities, to each according
to his needs” (as Marx defined it), then it simply means sharing, helping, and cooperating—
giving to others in need what you’re able to give them, even if it is only advice, assistance at
some task, sympathy or emotional support, or some money to tide them over. Friends,
coworkers, relatives, lovers, even total strangers constantly act in this way. In this sense, in fact,
“communism is the foundation of all human sociability”; it can be considered “the raw material
of sociality, a recognition of our ultimate interdependence that is the ultimate substance of social
peace,” as Graeber says. Society is held together by this dense anti-capitalist fabric, into which
the more superficial patterns of commercialism, the profit motive, and greed are woven. One
might even reverse the typical judgment of apologists for capitalism: not only is capitalism not a
straightforward expression of human nature (supposedly because we’re all naturally greedy, as a
Milton Friedman or a Friedrich Hayek might say); it is more like a perversion of human nature,
which is evidently drawn to such things as compassion, love, community, respect for others, and
free self-expression unimpeded by authoritarian rules in the economic or political sphere.
Capitalism is parasitic on “everyday communism,” which is but a manifestation of human needs
and desires. In short, insofar as there is a “hegemony” of capitalist culture and ideology at all,
simple reflections such as these—even apart from historical analysis—already show that it must
be quite superficial compared to the underlying substratum of human sociality, which expresses

itself in frequently anti-capitalist and anti-authoritarian ways in every moment of the day.

" David Graeber, “On the Moral Grounds of Economic Relations: A Maussian Approach,” Open Anthropology
Cooperative Press, Working Papers Series #6 (2010), at www.openanthcoop.net/press. See also Graeber, Debt: The
First 5000 Years (New York: Melville House, 2011).
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Everyday communism, however, has historically been especially pronounced among the
lower classes—the peasantry, industrial workers, struggling immigrants, the petty-bourgeoisie—
who have relied on it for survival in hard times and even in normal times, and who, moreover,
have not been as deeply integrated into commercial structures and ideologies as the elite has.
Social history has done much to illuminate the “communism” (without calling it that) of the
American working class during its many formative decades, through description of the thick
networks of voluntary associations that workers, especially immigrants, created among
themselves, and of the “mutualist” ethic to which they subscribed in the context of their battles
with employers, and of the vitally public character of their shared culture up to at least the
1940s.'" All this was very much anti-capitalist and anti- the dominant ideologies of the day,
whether individualism, the “open shop” idea, Social Darwinism, or imperialistic nationalism.
The long-term unemployed have tended to be ignored in this historiography, so in the third
chapter I try to show in what respects they, too, acted in communistic ways. For unemployment
did not produce only atomization, as is commonly supposed; it also gave rise to the opposite,
community. And that is what is most interesting to study.

The Gramscian notion of hegemony—which James C. Scott defines as the idea that
“class rule is effected not so much by sanctions and coercion as by the consent and passive
compliance of subordinate classes”'>—has been criticized repeatedly and should, I think—if

watered down from this strong formulation—be relegated to the status of little more than an

1 See, among innumerable others, Herbert Gutman, Power and Culture: Essays on the American Working Class, ed.
Ira Berlin (New York: Pantheon Books, 1987); David Montgomery, The Fall of the House of Labor (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987); Leon Fink, The Maya of Morganton: Work and Community in the Nuevo New
South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003); Paul Avrich, Sacco and Vanzetti: The Anarchist
Background (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991); Susan Porter Benson, Household Accounts: Working-
Class Family Economies in the Interwar United States (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007).

"2 James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1985), 315, 316. On hegemony, see the thoughtful discussions in Leon Fink, In Search of the Working Class:
Essays in American Labor History and Political Culture (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 89—143.
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important qualification to the truths of a “vulgar Marxism” that assigns overwhelming
explanatory power to brute economic and political coercion, and to interest—primarily class-
determined—rather than values or consciousness (which tend to reflect economic position).
Before defending this statement, however, and elaborating on its relation to my dissertation, I
want to make a suggestion that pertains to “bottom-up” social history as a whole, to its very
raison d’étre. To my knowledge, the radical political scientist Thomas Ferguson’s challenge, in

1995, to social historians has never met with a response:

Perhaps in reaction to the last generation of “consensus historians,” many recent
studies of American history make a determined effort to discuss the often very
painful daily-life experiences of ordinary people. This research has produced
many significant works that amount to a powerful indictment of conventional
pluralist theories of American politics. But while I am totally in sympathy with

99 ¢

efforts to “assert the dignity of work,” “reveal the thoughts and actions of the rank
and file,” or show ordinary people as “active, articulate participants in a historical
process,” and similar aims, I am very skeptical about this literature’s frequent
unwillingness and inability to come finally to a point. That ordinary people are
historical subjects is a vital truth; that they are the primary shapers of the

American past seems to me either a triviality or a highly dubious theory about the

control of both political and economic investment in American history."

" Thomas Ferguson, Golden Rule: The Investment Theory of Party Competition and the Logic of Money-Driven
Political Systems (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 96.
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In other words, why do we do social history in the first place? What are the general truths we are
trying to establish? Admittedly, there need not be such truths at all. The project of unearthing the
lives and thoughts of people whom history has tried to bury in oblivion—the “voiceless toilers”
from time immemorial, upon whom have been built great civilizations that “despised them and
[have done] all [they] could to forget them,” to quote G. E. M. de Ste. Croix'*—is an intrinsically
noble endeavor, a kind of moral crusade to be waged for its own sake. It would be nice, though,
if there were also certain truths we were trying to illustrate in our reconstructions and analyses.

It seems to me that there is one such truth above all, which is implicit in much
historiography but ought to be made explicit: the Gramscian idea of hegemony, as defined a
moment ago, is wrong. Any emphasis on consent, consensus, culture, ideology, shared values,
“discourses,” or some such concept as being what secures the obedience of the lower classes and
so explains the perpetuation of a given society is at best highly misleading. If labor history,
blood-sodden, conflict-saturated, shows anything at all, it shows that. This, I think, is the best
answer to Ferguson’s question about the overarching purpose or implication(s) of this type of
social history. The point is not that ordinary people are the primary shapers of the past, for, as
Ferguson says, this is either a truism or completely wrong (since surely the economic and
political elite, which possesses incomparably the most resources, has more direct power than
“ordinary people” over the paths that history takes). But the anti-Gramscian point is both
substantive and true, as I’ll argue presently. It has the merit, moreover—if explicitly emphasized
by historians—of elevating bottom-up social history to an even higher moral level, for it implies
that people are not mere receptacles for propaganda, slavish beings with easily inscribable fabula

rasas for minds, but rather have to be coerced into a subordinate status because of their

"G. E. M. de Ste. Croix, The Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek World, from the Archaic Age to the Arab
Conquests (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981), 210.
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essentially independent and freedom-loving nature. Thus, to the degree that historians reject the
tendency of thought known as Gramscianism and embrace a more traditional Marxian view that
highlights struggle, the use of force, violence, the conflict between rich and poor, and the soft
compulsion of institutional structures, they can pride themselves on their knowledge of serving
both morality—or, better, “humanism,” a belief in the inherent dignity of all people—and truth.
If, that is, they accept the following arguments.

First, I must point out that even though it is not necessarily common in recent
historiography to bandy about such notions as cultural hegemony or consent or the masses’
ideological submission to their masters—and so this whole fuss I’'m making about the Gramscian
tendency of thought might seem pointless or dated—in fact the methods of some postmodern
scholarship tend to imply an idealism much more extreme than that of Gramsci (who was, after
all, a Marxist). While this is not the place for a sustained critique of postmodernism,' it is
relevant to observe that the postmodern fixation on discourses, language, “vocabularies,” culture,
“society’s imaginary,” and subjective identities, as opposed to objective class structures,
institutional relations, class struggle, control over the means of producing wealth and of physical
coercion, has implications that are more Gramscian than Gramscianism itself. For, to the extent
that one emphasizes phenomena of ideology and consciousness as explicating the nature of
social dynamics, one implies that people’s subordination to the powerful is a product either of (1)
their conscious choice, (2) their being too incompetent to rise through their own individual
efforts into the ranks of the elite, or (3) their being brainwashed by culture and dominant
ideologies. To the degree that one denies the primacy of economic structures in determining

social relations, preferring the idealistic mode of explanation, one is forced to invoke such

1> See my Notes of an Underground Humanist (Bradenton, FL: Booklocker, 2013), chapters one and two; Willie
Thompson, Postmodernism and History (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004); Richard J. Evans, In Defence of
History (London: Granta Books, 1997).
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unattractive options in order to explain inequalities of power. This fact is ironic, since one of the
guiding ideals of postmodern historians is their recognition of the agency and dignity of ordinary
people (by, for example, relating, without judgment, how people see themselves and interpret
their actions).'® Being unaware of the logical implications of their idealistic perspective, they are
unaware that the interpretation that attributes most rationality and dignity to people is a Marxism
that treats idealist considerations as little more than an important afterthought.

Postmodernism, however, is but the most recent manifestation of the idealism that has
always afflicted mainstream intellectual culture, even back to the Enlightenment—or rather back
to antiquity, when Plato viewed the world as consisting of shadows of ideal Forms, Hindus and
Buddhists interpreted it in spiritual terms and as being somehow illusory, and Stoics were telling
“the slave in the mines that if he would only think aright he would be happy.”'” Such idealism is
no surprise, since people (intellectuals) whose institutional function is to produce words and
ideas are naturally going to think that words and ideas are of exceptional importance, and that
bodily needs and processes of material production are vulgar and uninteresting. Moreover, from
a Marxian perspective it makes perfect sense that mainstream intellectuals would propagate
ideologies that distract from class struggle and class structure, because the dominant interests in
society—viz., wealthy individuals and institutions, which are dominant because they have the
most control over the most resources—are not going to support, and indeed will try to suppress,
interpretations that draw attention to their wealth and power by showing how it operates, how it

has been acquired, and how it is inversely related to the power of ordinary people. In other

' See, e.g., Lisa McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2001), and Bethany Moreton, To Serve God and Wal-Mart: The Making of Christian Free
Enterprise (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009). Needless to say, good “postmodern” scholarship, like
Moreton’s, tempers its focus on subjectivity and ideology with attention to economic context and the overwhelming
power of big business. I am commenting only on tendencies that I see as problematic.

""W. W. Tarn, Hellenistic Civilisation (London: Edward Arnold & Co., 1927), 298.
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words, a materialist analysis that foregrounds class conflict and the exploitation of subordinate
classes threatens the given distribution of power, so it will incur the wrath of the powerful and
will tend to be “filtered out” of intellectual institutions.'® “Politically neutral” or idealist
scholarship, unchallenging to the wealthy, will therefore predominate. One recalls that before the
reign of postmodernism there was the reign of the liberal consensus school of historians such as
Louis Hartz, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., Oscar Handlin, and Daniel Boorstin, a school that makes one
think of a bourgeois version of Gramscianism in its emphasis on the socially cohering force of a
relative consensus of values among all classes.”” Thus, “the fashionable theory of economic
nondeterminism” of politics and society about which Gabriel Kolko complained in the 1960s has
in fact been fashionable since at least the 1940s, and will probably continue to be so until class-
based social movements again reach the level they attained in the 1930s.*

In defense of the Marxism that guides this dissertation, a few general statements may be
offered. The explanatory primacy of class over other variables can be established on simple a
priori grounds, quite apart from empirical sociological or historical analysis. One has only to
reflect that access to resources—money, capital, technology—is of unique importance to life,
being key to survival, to a high quality of life, to political power, to social and cultural influence;

and access to (or control over) resources is determined ultimately by class position, one’s

'® There are many examples of intellectuals whose careers have been damaged or destroyed because of their radical
scholarship. In one egregious case, Thomas Ferguson was denied tenure at MIT explicitly because of his materialist
writings. See Peter Mitchell and John Schoeffel, eds., Understanding Power: The Indispensable Chomsky (New
York: The New Press, 2002), 243.

' The radical historian Jesse Lemisch devastatingly criticized this school in his 1969 paper “Present-Mindedness
Revisited: Anti-Radicalism as a Goal of American Historical Writing Since World War II,” published in 1975 (as
On Active Service in War and Peace: Politics and Ideology in the American Historical Profession) by an obscure
independent press because it was too left-wing to make it into establishment journals.

% The quotation is from Gabriel Kolko, The Roots of American Foreign Policy (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969), 81. A
recent example of such economic nondeterminism is Odd Arne Westad’s highly regarded book The Global Cold
War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our Times (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005),
which argues, implausibly, that “the United States and the Soviet Union were driven to intervene in the Third World
by the ideologies inherent in their politics” (my italics), rather than by economic and strategic considerations of
power. Kolko’s and Walter LaFeber’s works are excellent correctives to the liberal idealism of a Westad.
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position in the social relations of production. The owner of the means of production, i.e. the
capitalist, has control over more resources than the person who owns only his labor-power,
which means he is better able to influence the political process (for example by bribing
politicians) and to propagate ideas and values that legitimate his dominant position and justify
the subordination of others. These two broad groups of owners and workers—an analytic
classification that, of course, simplifies and abstracts from the complexities of the real world in
order to create a model that can facilitate understanding—have opposing interests, most
obviously in the inverse relation between wages and profits. This antagonism of interests is the
“class struggle,” a struggle that need not always be explicit or conscious but is constantly present
on an implicit level, indeed is constitutive of the relationship between capitalist and worker. The
class struggle—that is, the structure and functioning of economic institutions—can be called the
foundation of society, the dynamic around which society tends to revolve, because, again, it is
through class that institutions and actors acquire the means to influence social life. Marx was
therefore right to contrast—albeit in metaphorical and misleading language—the economic
“base” with the political, cultural, and ideological “superstructure.””!

It may be of interest to note, incidentally, that Marx was far from the first writer to
prioritize class struggle. Aristotle’s Politics already has a definitely materialistic bias, treating it

as a truism that “class” (to use an anachronism) is of foundational significance to society. More

*! The base/superstructure controversy has spawned an entire literature, but the previous sentence in the text is really
all that’s needed to end the controversy and establish the meaning and validity of the Marxian metaphor. Of course
the economy is the “base” and everything else the “superstructure.” After all, culture and politics and ideologies are
not somehow the product of spontaneous generation; they are brought into being by particular actors and
institutions. And in order to bring into being the forms and content of a culture and politics, one needs resources.
The production and distribution of resources, in particular material resources, takes place in the economic sphere.
So, the way that resources are allocated according to economic structures—who gets the most, who gets the least,
etc.—will be the key factor in determining, broadly speaking, the forms and content of a given culture and politics.
The interests of the wealthy will tend to be disproportionately represented. —In the entire literature (not all of which
I’ve read), I don’t recall ever encountering this simple and decisive, commonsensical argument.
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recently, James Madison was, in essence, a proto-“historical materialist,” as is clear from his

famous Federalist No. 10:

[TThe most common and durable source of factions [he writes] has been the
various and unequal distribution of property. Those who hold and those who are
without property have ever formed distinct interests in society. Those who are
creditors, and those who are debtors, fall under a like discrimination. A landed
interest, a manufacturing interest, a mercantile interest, a moneyed interest, with
many lesser interests, grow up of necessity in civilized nations, and divide them

into different classes actuated by different sentiments and views.

Charles Beard went so far as to say that The Federalist “is in fact the finest study in the
economic interpretation of politics which exists in any language; and whoever would understand

22 The quotation from

the Constitution as an economic document need hardly go beyond it.
Madison indicates that, strictly speaking, the idea of class conflict denotes more than just the
conflict between worker and capitalist (or master and slave, etc.); it extends to conflicts between
economic subdivisions of the dominant class(es). In the dissertation, however, I disregard this
extension of the concept, since it is of little relevance to my subject.

An enormous amount of scholarship shows the explanatory power of the Marxian

framework that uses class, or class struggle, to understand the world.” Even ideologies of race,

** Charles Beard, An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States (New York: Macmillan Co.,
1921), 153.

* Among many others, see the works of E. P. Thompson, Paul Sweezy, Paul Baran, Ernest Mandel, Raymond
Williams, Harry Braverman, G. E. M. de Ste. Croix, David Noble, Gabriel Kolko, Walter LaFeber, Noam Chomsky,
David Montgomery, Robert Brenner, Erik Olin Wright, Géran Therborn, Perry Anderson, Thomas Ferguson, David
Harvey, and John Bellamy Foster.
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nation, and gender are largely a product of class—of slavery and its aftermath in the U.S., of
European imperialism, of attempts by the Victorian upper class to control working-class
women’s lives and sexuality.” In the case of religious fundamentalism in the U.S., for example,
historians have shown that since early in the twentieth century, and especially since the 1970s,
conservative sectors of the business community have subsidized right-wing evangelical
Christianity in order to beat back unionism and liberalism, which have been tarred and feathered
as communist, socialist, godless, etc.”> More generally, for centuries the ruling class (which is to
say the aggregate of those who occupy the dominant positions in a society’s dominant mode of
production, and so have shared interests) has propagated divisive ideas of race, ethnicity,
religion, nationality, and gender in order, partly, to fragment the working class and so control it
more easily and effectively. It is true, again, that such arguments—that all Marxist or
“economistic” arguments—simplify, abstracting from complicating factors; and mainstream
scholars typically consider this fact to be a weakness of Marxism, a sign of unsophistication. The
pejorative label “reductivism” is flung at any argument that explains a set of phenomena in
economic terms, especially in terms of class struggle. Somehow, it is considered an intellectual
vice, and not a virtue, to simplify for the sake of understanding. After all, the world is a complex
place, and in order to understand it one has to simplify it a bit, explain it in terms of general
principles. As in the natural sciences, a single principle can never explain everything; but, if it is

the right one, it can explain a great deal.

**See David Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class (London:
Verso, 1999); J. A. Hobson, Imperialism: A Study (New York: J. Pott & Co., 1902); Hannah Arendt, The Origins of
Totalitarianism (Cleveland: World Publishing Co., 1958); Catriona Parratt, “More Than Mere Amusement”:
Working-Class Women'’s Leisure in England, 1750-1914 (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 2001).

* See David Harvey, 4 Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Ken and Elizabeth
Fones-Wolf, Struggle for the Soul of the Postwar South: White Evangelical Protestants and Operation Dixie
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2015).
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Since this is an important point for my dissertation, which gives pride of place to class
struggle, it deserves a more extensive defense than the preceding three sentences. I will yield
here to Noam Chomsky, whose eloquence is unsurpassed. The following is an excerpt from an

interview:

Question: But you're often accused of being too black-and-white in your
analysis, of dividing the world into evil élites and subjugated or mystified masses.
Does your approach ever get in the way of basic accuracy?

Answer: 1 do approach these questions a bit differently than historical
scholarship generally does. But that's because humanistic scholarship tends to be
irrational. I approach these questions pretty much as I would approach my
scientific work. In that work—in any kind of rational inquiry—what you try to do
is identify major factors, understand them, and see what you can explain in terms
of them. Then you always find a periphery of unexplained phenomena, and you
introduce minor factors and try to account for those phenomena. What you're
always searching for is the guiding principles: the major effects, the dominant
structures. In order to do that, you set aside a lot of tenth-order effects. Now, that's
not the method of humanistic scholarship, which tends in a different direction.
Humanistic scholarship—I’m caricaturing a bit for simplicity—says every fact is
precious; you put it alongside every other fact. That's a sure way to guarantee
you'll never understand anything. If you tried to do that in the sciences, you

wouldn't even reach the level of Babylonian astronomy.
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I don't think the [social] field of inquiry is fundamentally different in this
respect. Take what we were talking about before: institutional facts. Those are
major factors. There are also minor factors, like individual differences,
microbureaucratic interactions, or what the President's wife told him at breakfast.
These are all tenth-order effects. I don't pay much attention to them, because I
think they all operate within a fairly narrow range which is predictable by the
major factors. I think you can isolate those major factors. You can document them
quite well; you can illustrate them in historical practice; you can verify them. If
you read the documentary record critically, you can find them very prominently
displayed, and you can find that other things follow from them. There's also a
range of nuances and minor effects, and I think these two categories should be
very sharply separated.

When you proceed in this fashion, it might give someone who's not used
to such an approach the sense of black-and-white, of drawing lines too clearly. It
purposely does that. That's what is involved when you try to identify major,

dominant effects and put them in their proper place.*

Karl Kautsky said something similar when he wrote, in Foundations of Christianity, “[T]he task
of science is not simply a presentation of that which is, giving a faithful photograph of reality, so

that any normally constituted observer will form the same image. The task of science consists in

% Adam Jones, “The Radical Vocation: An Interview with Noam Chomsky,” February 20, 1990, at
http://zcomm.org/wp-content/uploads/zbooks/www/chomsky/9002-vocation.html (accessed February 1, 2016).

21



observing the general, essential element in the mass of impressions and phenomena received, and
thus providing a clue by means of which we can find our bearings in the labyrinth of reality.””’

Likewise, Jean Jaurés wrote in his classic history of the French Revolution, “In every
order of questions, in every order of facts we must attempt to draw out the most general idea. We
must seek the largest and simplest concept under which we can group the greatest number of
orders and objects, and we will thus little by little extend our net over the world... In all times
and places, under the infinite and overwhelming diversity of particular facts, science through a
daring operation perceives and draws out a few decisive and profound characteristics. And it is
this clear and relatively simple idea that it tests and develops through observation, calculations,
and by the ceaseless comparisons of the extension of the act and the extensions of the idea.””®
This is the method of the true scientist, both the natural and the social scientist.

9 ¢

The postmodern academic agenda of “problematizing” “narratives”—especially “meta-
narratives” like the Marxian approach to history—has had many salutary consequences for our
understanding of the world. Simplifications often are superficial. But not always: sometimes
they are much deeper than the “complications” that scholarship revels in, which distract from
essential general insights into how power works, and how class is the basis for the institutional
infrastructure that regulates social behavior. Just as it is of little interest to problematize for the
sake of problematizing—as is done all too frequently—so the mainstream scholarly aversion to
general truths, to generalities as such, is wrong.

The class-focused perspective in fact allows us to understand how the approach to history

that heeds only the particular and not the general—the exception at the expense of the rule—

could have become dominant in the first place. It has to do with how postmodernism itself—i.e.,

*"Karl Kautsky, Foundations of Christianity: A Study in Christian Origins (New York: Monthly Review Press,
1972/1908), 12.
*% Jean Jaurés, 4 Socialist History of the French Revolution (1901-04), at https://www.marxists.org/archive/jaures/.
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an emphasis on the particular, the fragmented, the single exception, and the subjective, the
imagistic, the discursive, the self-interpretations of actors (as if self-interpretations are always
correct and not usually deceived)—could have become the reigning paradigm in the humanities.
The key, to repeat, is that this approach to writing history does not challenge the dominant
interests in society, the main power-structures, the “ruling class” in traditional Marxian language,
so it will be allowed and encouraged to proliferate. The explanation of postmodern
particularism—*“every fact is precious; you put it alongside every other fact”—really is similar to
the explanation of its idealism. Again, regarding the idealism: the reason someone like Foucault
could become an inspiration for mainstream scholarship is that his works attend to everything
except class: discourse, knowledge, consciousness, the body, the state.” Such anti-Marxism,
being politically safe, is always good for having a stable and successful career, especially in a
time (post-1970s) when organized labor is on the decline, such that there is no powerful political
constituency to subsidize and promote materialist scholarship. Foucault was appropriate to a time
when big business was decimating labor, the rise of feminism was turning cultural attention to
the body and sexuality, conservative ideological attacks on the overweening power of “big
government” made it appropriate for intellectuals to study the history of the state’s attempts to
control “discourses,” etc. To many intellectuals, class struggle seemed to have disappeared. Of
course, this perception was only a symptom of the intensification—and triumph—of class

struggle on the capitalist side and its substantial defeat on the labor side.*

*To see how explanatorily impoverished, even confused, such a scholarly focus is compared with the focus on
class, contrast Foucault’s famous Discipline and Punish with the Marxist classic Punishment and Social Structure
(1939), by Georg Rusche and Otto Kirchheimer. While the latter explains, the former merely describes (badly and
obscurely).

* On neoliberalism, see David Harvey, 4 Brief History of Neoliberalism; Noam Chomsky, Profit Over People:
Neoliberalism and Global Order (Toronto, Ontario: Seven Stories Press, 1999); Robert Pollin, Contours of Descent:
U.S. Economic Fractures and the Landscape of Global Austerity (New York: Verso, 2003); Robert Brenner, The
Economics of Global Turbulence (New York: Verso, 2006); Naomi Klein, The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster
Capitalism (New York: Picador, 2007); Greta Krippner, Capitalizing on Crisis: The Political Origins of the Rise of

23



In a similar way, the historiographical agenda to problematize Marxian common sense by
treating class as merely a “social construct,” a subjective identity not different in kind from
gender or race or sexuality, as if objective institutional structures do not exist—and so arguing
that Marxian explanations are “unsophisticated” because of all the little factors they ignore—is
essentially just a way of enforcing mainstream ideologies and thus serving the masters, the
corporate sector and wealthy university donors, most of whom certainly do not want general
truths about class, wealth, and power to be propagated. Scholars may not be aware of these facts
or have such motivations in mind when ignoring class or criticizing its analytic prioritization, but
this is the effect that doing so has, and this is the main institutional function of postmodern
intellectual agendas.

As a result, I depart from academic orthodoxy in this dissertation, preferring to illustrate
general truths about the conflict between (relatively) rich and (relatively) poor that roughly
determines social dynamics. I am interested in the particular less for its own sake than for its
broader implications. The foregrounding of class at times gives the book a polemical tone, as in
some passages on the service that Chicago’s police force regularly rendered the business
community, but it is a logical fallacy to think that a slightly polemical tone indicates that a work
has abandoned the “disinterested” pursuit of truth in favor of advancing a political agenda. For
one thing, “tone” can always be separated from the actual arguments that are made: e.g., in the
case of Chomsky’s writings, the morally outraged tone does not entail that the facts he unearths
and the arguments he makes are false. Secondly, it simply happens to be the case that certain

truths about how the world works are not morally acceptable, so that by describing them, even in

Finance (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011); David McNally, Global Slump: The Economics and Politics
of Crisis and Resistance (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2010); Gérard Duménil and Dominique Lévy, Capital Resurgent:
The Roots of the Neoliberal Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004); Andrew Glyn, Capitalism
Unleashed: Finance, Globalization, and Welfare (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 20006).
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neutral language, one cannot avoid giving the impression of partisanship. There is no reason,
after all, to think that the revelation of historical truth must necessarily shine a positive light on
the rich and powerful. The contrary would be more likely to be the case. Therefore, it is far from
being a counterargument to left-wing writing such as Chomsky’s or Howard Zinn’s or Gabriel
Kolko’s that it seems partisan or polemical, for this is what one would expect of a true
description of a world in which power is concentrated in the hands of a small elite that, quite
rationally, pursues its own interests. Indeed, from this perspective, the lack of a partisan tone in
most mainstream scholarship suggests (though does not entail) it has not penetrated to essential
truths about how society works.”'

In short, I think it is time for historians to, in some respects, problematize the ceaseless
problematizing and return to basics. Which means returning to a non-Gramscian Marxism, or at
least a Marxism that relegates considerations of culture and hegemony to a decidedly subordinate
place. Many arguments can be given in favor of this type of Marxism, and many have been
given, especially in a book published in 1980 called The Dominant Ideology Thesis, by Nicholas
Abercrombie, Stephen Hill, and Bryan Turner. This book is essential reading for a just
evaluation of the Gramscian concept of hegemony, and I cannot hope to reproduce even a
fraction of its arguments here. One should also read the last chapter of James C. Scott’s classic
Weapons of the Weak (1985), which builds on the analysis given in the earlier book. In the
following I will sketch only a few general arguments, after which I will discuss the 1930s in
relation to a paper that presents a perspective different from my own: Melvyn Dubofsky’s well-
known and provocative “Not so ‘Turbulent Years’: A New Look at the 1930s,” published as a

chapter in a book edited by Charles Stephenson and Robert Asher called Life and Labor:

*! For more thoughts on recent historiography, see my paper “A Critique of Current Historical Scholarship,” at
www.academia.edu.
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Dimensions of American Working-Class History (1986). Last, I’ll provide a brief summary of
each chapter in the dissertation.

The first point to be made is that the foundation of social order is, in fact, violence and
the threat of violence. Perry Anderson makes the point by imagining what would happen if the
threat vanished. While a kind of consent may ordinarily prevail in our society, it is “constituted
by a silent, absent force...: the monopoly of legitimate violence by the State. Deprived of this,
the system of cultural control would be instantly fragile, since the limits of possible actions
against it would disappear.””” One can imagine how differently people would behave if there
were no police force or military or security guards or prisons. Surely the poor and even many in
the middle class would quickly overrun the property of the rich—neighborhoods, banks,
mansions—and take what they could, or distribute it among themselves. This fact already
suggests that most people’s ordinary “consent” to the system of rule that exists is basically
prudential and not ideological, not an indication that they think prevailing hierarchies are
legitimate. Later I quote unemployed men in the Depression who had no moral compunctions
whatever about stealing, refraining from doing so only because of the possible consequences to
their families and themselves.

The threat of state-sanctioned violence is so ubiquitous that we hardly ever notice it or
stop to think about it. It hovers over even the hallowed groves of academe, seemingly so peaceful
and idyllic. David Graeber muses on the fact that “graduate students [are] able to spend days in
the stacks of university libraries poring over Foucault-inspired theoretical tracts about the
declining importance of coercion as a factor in modern life without ever reflecting on the fact

that, had they insisted on their right to enter the stacks without showing a properly stamped and

32 Perry Anderson, “The Antinomies of Antonio Gramsci,” New Left Review, I, 100 (November—December 1976):
43.
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validated ID, armed men would have been summoned to physically remove them, using
whatever force might be required.” In any given context, if one doesn’t behave in the proper
way then one can expect violent repercussions. Violence is the ultimate arbiter—as generations
of workers and activists have learned to their cost, and as the history of capitalism shows all too
clearly. In a late capitalist society—hyper-bureaucratized, hyper-regimented, hyper-regulated®*—
it does not take long for young people to internalize this fact and, as they age, to adjust their
behavior accordingly.

However, while the (unconscious) adjustment of behavior to conform with dominant
social structures is in part determined by the ever-present threat and reality of violence, it is also
determined simply by the “dull compulsion of economic relations,” to quote Marx. And not only
economic relations: all institutional relations. If one wants to participate in society, one cannot
escape them. Speaking of capitalism, Max Weber observed that the economy “is an immense
cosmos into which the individual is born, and which presents itself to him...as an unalterable
order of things in which he must live. It forces the individual, in so far as he is involved in the

35 :
”>> To survive, one has

system of market relationships, to conform to capitalistic rules of action.
to get a job, cooperate with bureaucracies, buy the commodities on offer, obey the dictates of
certain authorities, in general conform. But this does not imply endorsement of the structures and
values to which one must conform.

The three preceding paragraphs are sufficient to answer the old, “grand” sociological

question of how societies manage to function when they are so riven by conflicts between groups

and between individuals. For this purpose, it is not necessary to invoke ideologies or culture or

* David Graeber, The Utopia of Rules: On Technology, Stupidity, and the Secret Joys of Bureaucracy (Brooklyn:
Melville House, 2015), 58.

** See Graeber, Utopia of Rules. Also Michel Crozier, The Bureaucratic Phenomenon (London: Tavistock
Publications, 1964).

> Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (London: Routledge, 1997 [1930]), 54.
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hegemony or “false consciousness” at all. One has only to recognize that (1) the means of
violence are overwhelmingly in the hands of the wealthy and those who (directly or indirectly)
serve them, whose interest is in maintaining the given distribution of power, and (2) the
dominant social structures have a “compulsory” dynamic of their own, even apart from the
physical violence that is always on hand to back them up. Even if every member of the
subordinate groups perfectly understood how he was exploited and dominated and saw through
every mystifying element of the dominant culture, we can see how he would still be inclined to
“fit in” in order to survive. Unless his oppression was unbearable, it would make perfect rational
sense for him not to risk everything by overtly challenging the institutions that enforced his
subordination. To an outside observer it might look as if he were a victim of false consciousness
or viewed the system of inequality as legitimate and just—or, alternatively, were discontented
but deplorably “passive” or “apathetic” or “apolitical’—when in fact he was merely a rational
person with insight into the functioning of power and the probable consequences of flouting its
authority.

Of course, most—or all—people in history, including most intellectuals and most
members of the ruling class, have not had a scientifically lucid understanding of the world or a
perfectly consistent and rational system of values and beliefs (if that is even possible). We are all
brought up in a cultural and political environment opaque with myths, deceptions,
rationalizations, legitimizing rituals, every technique of obfuscation imaginable. No one is
impervious to such influences; we all, surely, have elements of incoherence and false or deluded
consciousness in our (mostly unconscious) individual ideological framework. So it is necessary
to consider the Gramscian question of consciousness, particularly in relation to subordinate

classes.
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Before continuing, however, it may be noted that there are senses in which this question
is not very interesting. For one thing, people’s reports of their beliefs tend to be quite superficial,
which makes it hard to draw conclusions from them about the “consciousness” of the masses.
What someone says he believes—and even what he privately thinks he believes—is clearly
context-dependent, stimulus-dependent, mood-dependent. In one moment, perhaps after hearing
a conservative politician speak, he may think that “big government” is society’s main problem;
in another moment, perhaps after hearing a progressive politician speak, he may think that
government should regulate the economy much more aggressively, and that the country needs a
single-payer national health insurance system. In one moment he may think that the government
should nationalize “too-big-to-fail” banks, or even that all businesses should be owned and run
by the people who work in them and not by investors or their representatives; in another moment
he may think that such ideas are absurd and unrealistic. It is notorious that polling results depend
on how questions are phrased.’® In many cases, what people think they believe may be
contradicted by their actions and by other statements of theirs. For example, millions of
Americans might say that the free market should be the overwhelmingly dominant mode of
social regulation even as they complain about the increasing costs of public education, the cost
and inadequacy of private health insurance, the limited availability of public transportation, the
limited number of public parks in their city, and so forth. In such cases it might be tempting to
say they have a “divided consciousness,” but it is evident that what they really would like is a
more extensive and better-funded public infrastructure, not a dismantling of public resources in
favor of the market. It is only because the “free market” has acquired positive associations in
mainstream culture and politics that people might say they support the expansion of its range, not

understanding what such support logically entails.

3¢ Carl Bialik, “When Wording Skews Results in Polls,” Wall Street Journal, September 25, 2010.
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In general, people are far from having acute insight into what they believe and value; and
both their “real” (often implicit, not explicit) and reported beliefs and values are far from being
consistent with each other or over time.”” Human consciousness is not exactly an exemplar of
lucidity and (self-)honesty, as Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud understood (which is why they were
less interested in consciousness as such than in uncovering its hidden grounds and determinants,
the hidden meaning of conscious states). Self-deception is extraordinarily common, frequently
taking the form of merely superficial or nominal adherence to a system of beliefs just because it
is a socially accepted thing to believe in. When polls say that 71 percent of Americans in 2014
identified as Christian, what does that mean?’® How does one interpret that finding? How many
of these people consciously regulated their lives according to a Christian ideology, and how
many used the label “Christian” without its having a perceptible effect on their behavior or
values? How many would in fact reject most Christian doctrines, or ideas that have come to be
associated with Christianity? One can ask comparable questions about people who consider
themselves patriotic, or who say they believe in the “free-enterprise system,” or who identify as
conservative (or liberal), etc. These sorts of questions, which challenge the meaningfulness of
people’s reports of their values and beliefs, can pose problems for a Gramscian or idealistic type
of analysis.

It is not even clear that most people have much in the way of determinate beliefs at all.”
And certainly it is doubtful that beliefs, to the extent that they exist, tend in and of themselves to
be important regulators of behavior. The world consists, by and large, of pragmatists who do not

ordinarily exhibit sustained interest in ideologies or abstract ideas, who may think about such

" Nicholas Abercrombie et al., The Dominant Ideology Thesis (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1980), 141-144.

* Pew Research Center, “America’s Changing Religious Landscape,” May 12, 2015, at
http://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/americas-changing-religious-landscape/.

%% Abercrombie et al., The Dominant Ideology Thesis, chapters 5 and 6.
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things from time to time but then continue to participate in society in a pragmatic and realistic
way, treating it (society) as more or less given even if they find many of its features absurd or
repellent. We all must, to a large degree, accommodate ourselves to the world and live in it on its
terms; that is part of what it means to become a mature adult. But such accommodation is a very
weak form of “consent” indeed; for it is a consent into which we are forced, on pain of ostracism,
physical starvation, and legal punishment. In a world of such extreme institutional obstacles to
effecting change, it is sensible and natural for people to devote their energy to tasks of survival
and recreation (through available, or “hegemonic,” channels like movie-watching, television, and
spectator sports) rather than active political dissent or the crafting of considered opinions on
issues of moment—even if, to repeat, at bottom they might believe society to be horribly unjust
and in need of radical change.

Nevertheless, despite the nebulousness, contradictoriness, and half-formed character—
and the pragmatic and basically “reactive” character—of an individual’s and a group’s political
and cultural consciousness, it can hardly be denied that popular attitudes do, in some sense, exist
and have consequences. It is the business class’s understanding of this that explains its intense
efforts since the early twentieth century to shape the public mind, to indoctrinate people with
conservative ideologies.* One of the arguments I make in this dissertation, then, is that the long-
term unemployed in the Depression, contrary to what scholarship has often assumed, were not
generally apolitical, that in fact they tended to have a definite left-wing politics. Sometimes this
politics was expressed in protest marches, sometimes in “eviction riots,” sometimes in fervent
support for Franklin Roosevelt, but most often simply in “the tenacity of self-preservation,” to

quote James C. Scott’s characterization of Malaysian peasants in the 1970s. As with these

% See, e.g., Alex Carey, Taking the Risk Out of Democracy: Corporate Propaganda versus Freedom and Liberty
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1997) and Elizabeth Fones-Wolf, Selling Free Enterprise: The Business
Assault on Labor and Liberalism, 1945—-60 (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1994).
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exploited peasants, so with the unemployed in Chicago forty years earlier we can see “in
ridicule, in truculence, in irony, in petty acts of noncompliance...in resistant mutuality, in the
disbelief in elite homilies, in the steady, grinding efforts to hold one’s own against overwhelming
odds” a radical-left politics,*' a kind of class struggle and implicit consciousness of class
interests against the rich, albeit one handicapped by the distinctively American absence of a
major labor party in the national political arena. In certain contexts, even self-preservation can be
a political act.

When the poor aided the poor, and when the unemployed joined their more fortunate
employed fellows on the picket line, and even when people grumbled about the absurdity of a
social order that would deprive healthy men of the opportunity to make a living, an intrinsically
subversive anti-capitalist mentality was manifesting itself. The mechanisms of “hegemony” had
in part broken down: the legitimacy of the social structures that determined the U.S.’s political
economy was being denied, and people were “taking matters into their own hands” by one means
or another. This was far from unprecedented, of course. In fact, Immanuel Wallerstein was
probably right that “it is doubtful if very many governments in human history have been
considered ‘legitimate’ by the majority of those exploited, oppressed, and maltreated by their
governments... Governments tend to be endured, not appreciated or admired or loved or even
supported.”* Nonetheless, the 1930s did signify an eruption of counter-hegemonic thinking and
behavior (including among the—rarely examined—unemployed), as the class struggle burst into
the open.

Historians have sometimes downplayed the radicalism or revolutionary consciousness of

the masses during the 1930s, preferring to emphasize the basic stability of the political economy,

1 Scott, Weapons of the Weak, 350.
*2 Quoted in Abercrombie et al., The Dominant Ideology Thesis, 156.
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the conservative character of the New Deal, the relatively small numbers of people who became
members of the Communist party, and the channeling of popular discontent into the Democratic
Party. For example, in their 1977 article “Unemployment, Class Consciousness, and Radical
Politics: What Didn’t Happen in the Thirties,” Sidney Verba and Kay Lehman Schlozman argue
that few American workers at the time were politically radical or “fully” class-conscious, in the
sense of identifying with a class and believing that the interests of that class were opposed to the
interests of others. Despite the Depression, they were in most cases optimistic about the long-
term future and still favored the “American dream” of advancing through hard work and risk-
taking.”> Such interpretations are lent support by the writings of liberals in the 1930s who were
disappointed, even bewildered, by what they saw as the passivity of most of the unemployed.
Sherwood Anderson represented these views when he argued in 1936 that “There is in the
average American a profound humbleness. People seem to blame themselves.”™*

In his aforementioned paper, Melvyn Dubofsky presents a sophisticated version of this
“pessimistic” perspective. While acknowledging that the 1930s was in many respects a uniquely
turbulent decade, he reminds us that workers to some extent remained divided by nationality,
race, and religion, and that the majority almost never acted in a notably “militant” way. He
quotes from Robert and Helen Lynd’s 1937 study of Muncie, Indiana: workers’ ambitions were
“largely those of the business class: both are caught up in the tradition of a rising standard of

living and lured by the enticements of salesmanship.” They “worshipped” the automobile as the

symbol of the American dream, and preferred going for a drive to attending a union meeting.

* One is tempted to remark, however, that, if defined this way, the “American dream” was surely attractive not only
to Americans but to people all over the Western world, and perhaps throughout much of history in many different
societies. The concept of “success through hard work™ is hardly an American invention. Nor should commitment to
the “American dream” be assumed to preclude commitment to left-wing ideas and causes. See Sidney Verba and
Kay Lehman Schlozman, “Unemployment, Class Consciousness, and Radical Politics: What Didn’t Happen in the
Thirties,” Journal of Politics, vol. 39, no. 2 (May 1977): 291-323.

* Quoted in Anthony Badger, The New Deal: The Depression Years, 1933—40 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1989),
38.
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“Fear, resentment, insecurity, and disillusionment,” the Lynds wrote, “has been to Middletown’s
[i.e., Muncie’s] workers largely an individual experience for each worker, and not a thing
generalized by him into a ‘class’ experience.” Thus do the Lynds and Dubofsky embrace the
Gramscian point of view that foregrounds cultural hegemony, especially in relation to “Middle
America.” Dubofsky admits that the situation is somewhat different in more urban environments
such as New Haven, where, according to a study by E. Wight Bakke in 1940, workers did not
share the drives of the business class and did have a collective sense of their own class. ““Hell,
brother,” a machinist told Bakke, ‘you don’t have to look to know there’s a workin’ class. We
may not say so—but look at what we do. Work. Look at where we live. Nothing there but
workers. Look at how we get along. Just like every other damned worker. Hell’s bells, of course

299

there’s a workin’ class, and it’s gettin’ more so every day.’”” Nevertheless, in New Haven, too,
there was an absence of collective militancy, in large part because of workers’ realism about
what was possible. “They regularly had had to adjust their goals to actual possibilities,”
Dubofsky says, “which almost always fell far below their aspirations. As one worker after
another informed Bakke, life involved putting up with it, grinning and bearing it, and using
common sense to survive.”*’

This conclusion, it seems to me, gets to the crux of the matter. It certainly is possible to
overestimate the class consciousness and militancy of America’s working class in the
Depression. And it is surely the case that the lower classes, now and a century ago, tend to be
integrated into the “dominant culture” in many respects, just as they are not integrated in many

other respects. The question is to what extent we should emphasize their (and our) indoctrination

with the ideas and values of the ruling class, and to what extent we should emphasize, in

* Melvyn Dubofsky, “Not so ‘Turbulent Years’: A New Look at the 1930s,” in Life and Labor: Dimensions of
American Working-Class History, eds. Charles Stephenson and Robert Asher (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1986), 205-223.
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contrast, their (and our) independence, their rationality and understanding, their opposition to the
hierarchies of power, their realism and pragmatism. I have argued that the Gramscian
perspective, as an explanation of why capitalist society continues to function and why people do
not continually rebel against its many injustices and indignities, must be subordinated to an
explanation that simply invokes the threat of violence and the dull compulsion of institutional
structures. Prudence and realism, that is, are better explanations of people’s broad
“conformism”™—in the 1930s and today—than mass delusion and indoctrination (“false
consciousness,” “hegemony,” or whatever term one likes). In this study, therefore, I choose to
highlight people’s rationality and realism, as well as their courage and opposition to dominant
practices and values, rather than the ways in which they may have submitted to mainstream
culture and accepted its commercial and individualistic values. This strikes me, moreover, as a
more interesting interpretation than the Gramscian one put forward by Dubofsky and the Lynds
in relation to Muncie, Indiana.

In the sixth chapter of the book, for example, where I consider the collective action of the
unemployed, I address one of the major ways in which historians have downplayed the
radicalism and class consciousness of Americans in this period. It has sometimes been remarked
in the historiography that most of the unemployed were far less responsive to abstract
Communist slogans about socialist revolution or ending imperialist wars than efforts to win
concrete gains in such forms as increased relief appropriations and better conditions in homeless
shelters. Most of the time, it was not the nuances of Communist ideology that attracted people
but (1) Communist actions in defense of the poor and (2) programmatic goals like national
unemployment insurance and a shorter workweek. One might say, then, that people had the

equivalent of a “trade-union consciousness” (concerned with “bread-and-butter” issues), not a
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“revolutionary consciousness.” And this conclusion may be largely correct, provided one
recognize that no working class anywhere in the world has ever been different in this regard. As
James C. Scott says, “the rank-and-file actors in most, if not all, revolutionary situations are in
fact fighting for rather mundane, if vital, objectives that could in principle—but often not in

practice—be accommodated within the prevailing social order.”*

Better wages, better treatment,
more control over production, perhaps a house of one’s own with some land—these are the sorts
of demands that most often animate people, whether in the United States in the 1930s or
Germany or Russia twenty years earlier. Barrington Moore has shown that factory workers in
Russia just before the October revolution had as “pragmatic” a consciousness as any patriotic
American might have had at the time, wanting, among other things, an eight-hour day, a
minimum wage, severance pay in case of dismissal, and better toilet facilities. “The whole thrust
of these demands,” Moore sums up, “was to improve working conditions, not to change them...
Once again we see that the workers’ idea of a good society...is the present order with its most
disagreeable features softened or eliminated.”"’

So, first of all, we should give up the remnants of American exceptionalism that seem
present in Dubofsky’s paper, and in the “pessimistic”” way of thinking about American workers
that it represents. The main way in which America has been exceptional is simply in the brutality
and aggressiveness of its capitalist class as compared to that of other countries.* With such an
incomparably formidable adversary, it is hardly surprising that organized labor and the Left in

the U.S. have frequently fared worse than their counterparts in France, Italy, England, and

elsewhere. (Incidentally, like most social historians, Dubofsky plays down this crucial aspect of

* Scott, Weapons of the Weak, 341.

" Barrington Moore, Injustice: The Social Bases of Obedience and Revolt (White Plains: M. E. Sharpe, 1978), 369,
quoted in Scott, 343.

* See Patricia Cayo Sexton, The War on Labor and the Left: Understanding America’s Unique Conservatism
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, Inc., 1991).
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American society in his attempt to explain the failures of the Left in the 1930s, instead invoking
“trade-union opportunism, corporate co-optation...New Deal liberalism,” and “the inability of
most workers and their leaders to conceive of an alternative to the values of marketplace
capitalism.”)"’

But secondly, whatever left-wing intellectuals have thought about the ideological
unsophistication or lack of class consciousness of the masses, the fact is that the skeptical
attitude most Americans displayed toward Communism and “revolution” in the 1930s was in
many ways more sensible, rational, and healthy than the ideological fanaticism—or, in more
positive language, “theoretical consistency”—of committed Communists themselves.”® Was the
skepticism in part a product of “bourgeois cultural hegemony” and hence “conservatism”? One
can make that argument if one wants. But given conditions in Stalinist Russia, and given the
prospects for a Communist revolution in the United States, and given the utopian nature of the
ideology being proselytized and the frequently intolerant and offensive behavior of the
proselytizers, the most natural conclusion is simply that the majority of unemployed and poor
Americans were too clear-headed to throw themselves into a nationwide Communist movement
(or the attempt to build one). They were hard-headed realists—ironically more so, in certain
respects, than the Marxist dreamers who prided themselves on their realism. “Ordinary people”
tended to stay close to the material foundation like good Marxists were supposed to, issues of
survival, material comfort, achieving concrete gains, eroding the power of the rich (for instance

by supporting FDR, as they saw it) without necessarily seeking to overthrow the entire social

* Dubofsky, “Not So ‘Turbulent Years,” 223.

*% As it happens, even the most doctrinaire Marxists among them were not theoretically consistent, and did not really
understand Marxism or have the type of class consciousness that “sophistication” requires. I establish this in
chapters four and six of Worker Cooperatives and Revolution. The fact that even Leninists, who have always prided
themselves on their theoretical sophistication, have an essentially incoherent ideology shows what a chimera is the
notion of “correct” consciousness as opposed to the consciousness corrupted by bourgeois hegemony and
incoherence. There can be no litmus tests in these matters.
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order, a goal they understood to be hopeless and deluded. Nor, again, was this true only of the
American working class. The reason that the ideal of workers everywhere has usually been “the
present order with its most disagreeable features softened or eliminated,” and not the overthrow
of this order and creation of a new one, is that most people have a healthy common sense and a
suspicion of utopian nostrums. Not that they are too indoctrinated by mainstream culture to think
clearly.

This is not to say, however, that people are without ideology, nor that in their own ways
they cannot be quite extreme left-wing radicals. The political program of an astonishingly broad
swath of the American populace in the 1930s would, if enacted, have constituted in effect a
revolution without a revolution. Upton Sinclair’s End Poverty in California campaign, Huey
Long’s Share Our Wealth program, Charles Coughlin’s overwhelmingly left-wing radio
broadcasts in 1934 and 1935 (“Capitalism is doomed and not worth trying to save”), and the
immensely popular Lundeen Bill, introduced in Congress in 1934 and 1935 in opposition to the
more conservative Social Security Act, all amounted to full-on class war against the rich.”' But
also in more subtle ways—as I show throughout this study—the unemployed in Chicago had a
rather mature understanding of class conflict, if typically an understanding that incorporated
attitudes of political cynicism and resignation to the largely individualized (or at least family-
centered) nature of survival in urban America. Such attitudes were thoroughly rational and
realistic; nevertheless, I particularly try to highlight the ways in which people overcame their
isolation and built community even on the basis of “atomizing” unemployment.

In a longer study I might have included a chapter that generalizes beyond the Great
Depression to argue that the large majority of people have a primarily left-wing, in some ways

even anarchist and Marxist, ideological framework (though of course one full of inconsistencies

> McElvaine, The Great Depression, 238-240.
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and lacunae). This is not a difficult argument to make. For instance, one can use polls to show
that the American public has social democratic values. Even in the 1980s, when conservatism
was ascendant in politics and elite culture, the public remained broadly left-wing. On
environmental regulation, a major poll in 1983 found that 58 percent of people supported the
radical proposition that “protecting the environment is so important that requirements and
standards cannot be too high, and continuing environmental improvements must be made
regardless of cost.” Another 1983 poll found that 74 percent supported a jobs program for the
unemployed even if it meant increasing the size of the federal deficit. In 1986, 66 percent of the
public thought that “government should spend money now on efforts similar to those of the
Great Society programs to help the poor people.” Large majorities supported keeping regulations
on industrial safety, offshore oil drilling, auto emission and safety standards, and the teenage
minimum wage. In 1979, 79 percent of the public thought there was too much power
concentrated in the hands of a few large companies for the good of the nation. More recently, a
Pew Research Center poll in 2015 found that, while only 27 percent of Americans are bothered
“a lot” by the amount they pay in taxes, 61 percent are bothered a lot by the feeling that the
wealthy do not pay their fair share. Eighty-four percent thought money has too much influence in
political campaigns. In early 2015, 75 percent of Americans supported raising the federal
minimum wage to $12.50 by 2020 (and 63 percent wanted it raised to $15). A year later, 58
percent supported replacing the Affordable Care Act with a federally funded healthcare program
providing insurance for all Americans, and 59 percent of likely 2016 voters supported the radical
idea of expanding Social Security to Americans of all ages “so that everyone has a guaranteed
minimum income.” By and large, it seems that most people are far more leftist than the business,

political, and intellectual elite.’>

> Thomas Ferguson and Joel Rogers, Right Turn: The Decline of the Democrats and the Future of American
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Instead of exploring these matters, however, I confine myself to elaborating on Robert
McElvaine’s argument that the 1930s saw a shift leftward in the values and practices of the
American people, a shift towards community, cooperation, and generosity. I also accept Lizabeth
Cohen’s argument that the Depression caused workers and the unemployed to turn from welfare
capitalists, local charities, and ethnic associations to unions and the federal government as
guarantors of economic security. Where I go further than she is to argue (in chapter six) that this
shift in attitude is another indication that, despite their demoralizing experiences, the
unemployed tended to be far from apathetic and apolitical, that in fact it was common for them to
have a more sensible and realistic politics than many of the Communists who tried to organize
them. They knew that the world is not a just place, that it was hopeless to try to create a workers’
government or to construct a classless utopia. In their own way they were fighting against a
bourgeois ideological hegemony by insisting, through protest marches and letters to politicians
(among other means), that the government must radically intervene in the economy to curb the
excesses of capitalism. Ordinary people decisively rejected the old ideology of “limited
government” and paved the way for the New Deal. (As we’ll see, most wanted a much more
radical version of the New Deal.)

I should note, though it is probably already evident, that in this dissertation I somewhat
reconceptualize the idea of class struggle, broadening it in several ways. Above I equated the

term to “the structure and functioning of economic institutions,” by which I meant the objective

Politics (New York: Hill and Wang, 1986), 14-16; Pew Research Center, “Federal Tax System Seen in Need of
Overhaul,” March 19, 2015, http://www.people-press.org/2015/03/19/federal-tax-system-seen-in-need-of-overhaul/;
“Americans’ Views on Money in Politics,” New York Times, June 2, 2015; National Employment Law Project,
“New Poll Shows Overwhelming Support for Major Minimum Wage Increase,” January 15, 2015; Gallup,
“Majority in U.S. Support Idea of Fed-Funded Healthcare System,” May 16, 2016,
http://www.gallup.com/poll/191504/majority-support-idea-fed-funded-healthcare-system.aspx; Progressive Change
Institute, “Poll of Likely 2016 Voters,” https://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.boldprogressives.org/images/Big_Ideas-
Polling PDF-1.pdf. See also Benjamin I. Page and Robert Y. Shapiro, The Rational Public: Fifty Years of Trends in
Americans’ Policy Preferences (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).
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antagonism of interests between capitalist and worker. This “objectivist” understanding of the
concept, while implicit in Marx’s writings, amounts to an appropriation of Ste. Croix’s use of it
in his magnificent 1981 study of the ancient Greek world quoted earlier. Ste. Croix points out
that class struggle need not involve collective action or activity on a political plane, and it need
not even be accompanied by “class consciousness” or an awareness of “struggle” at all.”” But
furthermore, on the basis of this understanding I extend the notion even further and treat the
efforts of the poor and the unemployed to survive in a hostile world as themselves a
manifestation of class struggle, and as being implicitly political. For—to be somewhat glib—
they certainly involved struggles against authorities and their (class-based) prioritization of
“fiscal austerity” (to use an anachronistic term), and they grew out of class. Working-class
efforts to survive, and to resist, were and are essential products of exploitative class dynamics.
They also frequently involved collective solidarity, the solidarity of the poor with the poor. In
contexts of severe deprivation, the mere fact of surviving can be a type of resistance to dominant
social structures, a way of asserting oneself against realities of class and power that are, in effect,
organized to crush one under the boot of the ruling class or even, in some cases, to erase one’s
existence. For most people, fighting daily for the survival of their family and collectively
fighting employers or relief authorities or pro-business political policies are not sharply separated
activities, the latter belonging to “class struggle” and the former not. Such distinctions are
artificial and arbitrary, mere intellectual contrivances. The whole existence of the poor tends to
incorporate a kind of generalized and diffuse class struggle and class consciousness—perhaps
not a theoretically sophisticated consciousness, but a realistic one.

I’ll elaborate on these arguments in later chapters, when I discuss the “class

consciousness” of particular (types of) actors. It may be noted here, however, that such ideas

33 Ste. Croix, The Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek World, 44, 57.
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recall James C. Scott’s arguments in (among other writings) his 1989 paper “Everyday Forms of

b

Resistance,” where under the broad category of the paper’s title he lists acts such as “foot-
dragging, dissimulations, false compliance, feigned ignorance, desertion, pilfering, smuggling,
poaching, arson, slander, sabotage, surreptitious assault and murder, [and] anonymous threats.”
“These techniques,” he observes, “for the most part quite prosaic, are the ordinary means of class
struggle.”>* Against the charge that he makes the concept of class resistance overly inclusive,
Scott marshals a number of arguments, for instance that when such activities are sufficiently
generalized to become a pattern of resistance, their relevance to class conflict is clear. (As we’ll
see, activities like pilfering, dissimulation to relief authorities, false compliance with
unreasonable conditions for receiving relief, and anonymous threats against state legislatures, not
to mention collective protests, were indeed generalized patterns of resistance among the
Depression’s unemployed.) We might paraphrase Scott’s definition as follows: lower-class
resistance is any act by a member of a given class that is intended either to mitigate or to deny
claims made on that class by superordinate classes or to advance its own claims (e.g., to work,
land, charity, or respect) vis-a-vis these superordinate classes. Even when workers shirk on the
job or when the poor try by any means to obtain resources for themselves, class resistance to
dominant institutions and inegalitarian value-systems is occurring.

The dissertation is organized as follows. In chapter one I provide a brief overview of the
Great Depression and its effects on Chicago, and then, at the end, summarize again some of the
main arguments I’ll make in later chapters. The second chapter is different from the others in
saying nothing about the agency of the unemployed, consisting instead of a litany of the woes
they had to endure. While not much is said explicitly about the machinations of Chicago’s

political and business elite, most of what is discussed serves as an implicit critique of the class

>* James C. Scott, “Everyday Forms of Resistance,” Copenhagen Papers, no. 4 (1989): 33-62.
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priorities of this elite that was happy to sacrifice the well-being of hundreds of thousands on the
altar of “lower costs.” The reader may notice parallels between the political agenda of
“economy” during the Depression and the agenda of “austerity” in our own day.

In the third chapter I explore some of the dimensions of people’s activeness, specifically
the ways in which they coped physically and emotionally with the tragedies that had befallen
them. Having been virtually outcast from many of society’s dominant institutions, the
unemployed had to reconstruct their lives even in the midst of their collapse. In most cases this
would not have been possible if the poor had not been munificent in giving aid to one another—a
feature of Depression life that has still not been exhaustively analyzed. Indeed, David Graeber is
surely right that the disciplines of anthropology and history could do more than they have to
illuminate the myriad dimensions of “everyday communism” that have always formed the
bedrock of society. Ideological blinders have prevented us from studying, even from seeing, the
deep-rooted modes of cooperation and generosity that not only make society possible but, as I
have argued, frequently amount to powerful forms of class solidarity. In addition, I examine the
many ways in which the impoverished unemployed constructed their own modes of recreation,
from sports to gambling to dancing. General studies of life in the Depression, such as David E.
Kyvig’s Daily Life in the United States, 1920—1940 (2004), James R. McGovern’s And a Time
for Hope: Americans in the Great Depression (2000), and Robert McElvaine’s The Great
Depression: America, 1929-1941 (1984), broadly describe the forms of recreation and popular
culture that Americans indulged in during these years, but they do not focus on people without
work, nor on a particular location (Chicago, in this case). A local study permits greater depth.

The fourth chapter is devoted to “the unattached,” who often had to live in flophouses or

public shelters because they could not afford their own rooms. Not until late 1935 did the relief
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administration provide outdoor relief, or home relief, for most of the unattached, and even then
thousands still used the free shelters that remained open or the cheap flophouses in the
Hobohemian district. I describe in detail the miserable conditions in which “shelter men” lived,
the conditions that amounted to a form of class war calculated to humiliate and degrade the poor.
(Whether policymakers and administrators had intentions of class war in mind is beside the
point; the institutions they served functioned so as to beat down the poor, as this study bears out.)
Shelter clients tended to be well aware of class structures and of the conflict between rich and
poor that determined U.S. politics. They even organized to press for changes in shelter
administration. Thus, I focus on what shelter men thought of their situation, and on how they
coped with being the objects of a cruel and inhumane policy.

In the following chapter I discuss three types of institutions that had an impact on the
unemployed: governments, unions, and churches. With regard to the first, I illustrate what a low
priority the well-being of the poor was to the Chicago and Illinois governments by recounting the
dreary story of relief financing from 1930 to 1941, which is to say the story of how the elites of
the business and political worlds singularly failed to provide for the millions of Illinoisans
thrown out of work. As a wealthy state that periodically even had budget surpluses, Illinois
certainly could have afforded to be more munificent than it was in the funds it diverted to relief.
That it wasn 't testifies to the degree to which class conflict determines politics. Unions and
churches, on the other hand, frequently showed striking compassion for, and solidarity with, the
unemployed, although their inadequate resources prevented them from being as effective as they
might have been. The main reason I include a section on unions is simply that very little
scholarship addresses the question of how unions in Chicago engaged with both their out-of-

work members and the broader unemployed population. Indeed, little scholarship addresses the
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question as it relates to any place in the country, not only Chicago, although James Lorence’s
aforementioned works on Michigan and Georgia are notable exceptions.

Originally I had intended to include a chapter on outdoor relief, to complement the
chapter on indoor relief. I wanted to investigate what it was like to be on relief: what the
procedures were, how they changed over the years, what humiliations had to be suffered, what
the different types of work relief entailed and what people’s attitudes toward them were, what the
grievances were of people working on CWA and WPA projects, how individuals (as opposed to
groups) resisted the injustices they continually experienced, etc. I came to realize, however, that
such a chapter could be a book in itself. Nor, probably, would the payoff be worth the effort of
writing it, because so much other scholarship already discusses these issues (though admittedly
not as a local study of Chicago). Standard general histories of the Depression and the New Deal
provide answers to the questions I had in mind, and it was unlikely that a monograph on Chicago
would significantly challenge their interpretations. In any case, I was less interested in relief for
its own sake than in clients’ responses to it, particularly their resistance, and I already planned to
devote the last chapter to a consideration of the collective action of the unemployed. So in the
end I decided it made little sense to write an enormous chapter on home relief, and substituted
for it the one I have just described, which consists, in effect, of a contrast between the relative
inhumanity of the dominant political economy and the relative humanity of the subordinate
political economy of unions and churches. Historians have not sufficiently emphasized the
degree to which niggardly relief was a political choice rather than an economic necessity.

In the sixth chapter I follow this account of the politics of relief with a discussion of the
politics and activism of the unemployed. Again, much has been said about this subject in

writings by Roy Rosenzweig, Daniel J. Leab, James Lorence, Randi Storch, and Franklin
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Folsom, the latter in a popular book called Impatient Armies of the Poor: The Story of Collective
Action of the Unemployed, 1808—1942 (published in 1991). But there is no systematic discussion
of the social history in Chicago, and barely a mention of the second half of the 1930s. My main
concern, to repeat, is to highlight the realism and the militancy of ordinary people, to undermine
the myth of their dominance by mainstream indoctrination. Especially when material comforts
fall away and people sense that they are being treated unfairly, radicalization can happen very
quickly. The “self-blame” of the unemployed was not such an utterly dominant reaction as many
historians have thought. And even when there was self-blame, anger at an unjust society was not
infrequently present as well. Such anger helped motivate the radicalism that emerged on local
and national scales, a radicalism of both “form”—including widespread occupying of private
property, sit-ins at relief stations and legislative chambers, constant demonstrations and hunger
marches, collective thefts—and “content,” i.e., the policy goals that, in fact, were in essence
revolutionary. In our own time of social crisis, high unemployment (see page 60), and slowly
building mass struggles, it is useful to recall how class-conscious and rebellious people were the
last time society was at such a fever pitch of polarization.

Throughout the dissertation I try to make distinctions—to the extent that the sources
allow—between subcategories of the unemployed, such as ethnicities and income levels. The
most obvious distinctions are between African-Americans and whites, especially native whites,
because the hardships of blacks were on a more acute plane than those of whites. Not
surprisingly, then, blacks were more frequently militant and class-conscious—and of course
race-conscious—than whites. Nevertheless, unemployment united as well as divided, in part

through efforts of the Communist party to bridge racial divisions.
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In short, with this dissertation I’m trying both to fill a few gaps in the historiography and
to put forward an interpretation of the unemployed in the 1930s that rescues them from
posterity’s condescension. To adopt Marx’s famous dictum, they were not only “made” by their
circumstances, by their misfortunes; they also made their own history, and made themselves as
they made history. Through personal and collective struggle they refused to let the political
economy cast them aside as so many “redundant” pieces of human scrap metal. Their legacy, in

fact, is the legacy of class struggle against overwhelming odds.

47



Chapter 1

Overview

In retrospect, it is easy to observe the clouds gathering before the whirlwind was
unleashed in 1929-30. In early 1928, the Salvation Army in Chicago had a breadline of from 200
to 600 people every day. “The horde of "boes and panhandlers infesting the Loop,” one writer
complained, “makes New York’s Times Square parasites seem like a coterie of philanthropists in
comparison.” A more sympathetic entity, the United Charities, appealed desperately for funds
with which to help the unemployed, the many thousands of men in Chicago who had been out of
work for months. Eviction notices coming to the attention of the United Charities had, by
February 1928, increased from about ten a month to 200 or 300. Job-seekers streamed in from
Detroit, from the South, from depressed agricultural areas of the Midwest, exacerbating the
problem such that already in the fall of 1927 there were at least 100,000 jobless in Chicago. The
following March, the Communist Unemployed Council of Chicago led a demonstration of
hundreds around City Hall who carried banners declaring “Our Children Are Hungry” and
“200,000 Men Out of Work in Chicago.” Mounted police swung clubs, yanked speakers down
from their perches, and arrested leaders, until the gathering was dispersed and the frightened
noonday shoppers could resume their business.'

Unemployment lessened that year as the weather warmed, but it was clear, or should have
been, that underneath the glittering facade of this second Gilded Age was a deep economic rot

that was affecting millions. In the spring of 1928 the American Federation of Labor estimated

! “Chicago’s Heavy Breadline Tells of Unemployment,” Variety, February 1, 1928; “Emergency Plea Made in
Behalf of Unemployed,” Chicago Tribune, February 28, 1928; “Unemployment Increases in ‘Chi,’”” Pittsburgh
Courier, January 14, 1928; “100,000 Jobless in Chicago,” New York Times, September 16, 1927; “Police Rout Mob
Parading in Loop as Unemployed,” Chicago Tribune, March 29, 1928.
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that an average of 18 percent of its membership was unemployed—12 percent in Chicago, 23
percent in New York, 36 percent in Cleveland. And since this elite minority of workers could get
help from unions in securing and keeping jobs, the percentage among the unorganized was
certainly higher. A study by the National Resources Committee estimated that 12 percent of
workers in 1927, 13 percent in 1928, and 10 percent in 1929 were jobless, though many more
must have experienced the condition temporarily and even more worked only part-time. Seasonal
fluctuations grew more severe in the late twenties, but even in “good times” work was unsteady
for perhaps a quarter of the working population. By 1928, intellectuals and social workers around
the country, even internationally, had become alarmed at the growing incidence of joblessness
and lengthening of its periods for individuals: the Belgian economist Henri de Man, for example,
concluded that one of the most marked characteristics of modern industrialism was the rapidly
growing class of permanently unemployed, and a Boston conference of the National Federation
of Settlements in June 1928 declared that the greatest threat to the contemporary family was
unemployment.”

More than a year before the Depression began, one researcher collected hundreds of
harrowing case-studies of unemployment in a book, called Some Folks Won’t Work, that became
a national bestseller. Typical of them is the following laconic set of notes on an African-

American family in Chicago:

* “Union Unemployment Keeps at High Mark,” New York Times, April 30, 1928; “American Trade-Unions and the
Problem of Unemployment,” Monthly Labor Review, March, 1928: 8-27; David Weintraub, “Unemployment and
Increasing Productivity,” in National Resources Committee, Technological Trends and National Policy
(Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1937), 70; Irving Bernstein, The Lean Years: A History of
the American Worker, 1920—1933 (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1966), 60; Robert McElvaine, The Great Depression:
America, 1929-1941 (New York: Three Rivers Press, 2009), 22; Clinch Calkins, Some Folks Won't Work (New
York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1930), 17-19.
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Painter and decorator. Two children, one married. Son aged nineteen, truck driver,
unemployed. Fine couple, hard working and provident. Formerly always able to
weather dull seasons with savings. Had been able to pay $2000 down on $5000
house, and had paid off all but $1700 in monthly installments when
unemployment struck them... Wife has helped by cooking out and taking care of
confinements. Took in boarders. Car laid up. Payments on house and union dues
lapsed. Insurance carried by accumulated dividends. Enough money borrowed

from friends to save house. Food cut to $4 a week for three people.’

So it went for many millions of people in 1928 and *29 (and earlier).

Why was the prosperity of the “Roaring Twenties” so fragile and superficial as all this?
Why was it to culminate in the greatest depression in the history of capitalism? The main reasons
were already understood by liberals and, especially, leftists of the time, years before John
Maynard Keynes systematized some of their ideas. Central to them was the growing inadequacy
of mass purchasing power in the U.S., in large part a consequence of the sickly state of organized
labor.” Income and wealth inequality, for example, approximated the pathological extremes of
our own day, with the top 0.1 percent of families in 1929 receiving as much as the bottom 42
percent. The top 0.5 percent of Americans also owned 32.4 percent of all the net wealth of
individuals. Poverty was widespread, 12 million families—more than two in five—having
incomes below $1,500, which itself was (according to the Brookings Institution) $500 below the

income required to supply basic necessities. Seventy-one percent of families in 1929 earned less

> Calkins, Some Folks Won't Work, 44, 45.

* Trade union membership had by 1929 declined from a wartime peak of 5 million to less than 3.5 million—out of a
labor force of 49 million. David M. Kennedy, Freedom from Fear: The American People in the Great Depression
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 25; Bernstein, The Lean Years, 55. (The reader will notice that the
latter number equates to the seven percent private-sector membership rate of 2010.)
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than $2,500. The weakness in consumer demand implied by such facts as these contrasted
ominously with the stunning rise of productivity during the 1920s, manufacturing output per
labor-hour leaping 72 percent and output per unit of capital 52 percent. With productive capacity
increasing precipitously and aggregate demand much more slowly, capacity utilization was
inevitably declining—overcapacity rising, in other words—and markets were becoming saturated
by the end of the decade. Sooner or later, out of businesses’ efforts to maintain profits, these
trends had to manifest themselves in reduced investment and heightened cost-cutting, which
meant, e.g., employee layoffs and wage-reductions, which only reinforced the underlying
macroeconomic problem of low demand. A vicious circle thereby developed, in which the
capitalist solution to the problem of shrinking markets served to exacerbate the problem. By mid-
1929 this process, and the resultant downturn in business activity that would usher in the
Depression, was underway.’

Communist analyses of the economy in the late twenties were prescient and are of lasting
value. They were grounded in the insight that—in Marxian language—“the most basic
contradiction of capitalism [is] the contradiction between the growth of productive forces and the
lagging behind of the markets.” Out of their compulsion to increase profits lest they be
swallowed up by competitors, businesses have to raise labor productivity relentlessly, which is
accomplished through technical and organizational innovations that make possible the employing
of fewer workers, the deskilling and thus cheapening of the labor-power that remains, the
speeding up and intensifying of the work process, successful offensives against labor unions, and
other means of reducing costs and increasing output. The dysfunctional consequence of these

imperatives is that fewer and fewer people have the money to buy the greater output that is

> Maurice Leven, Harold G. Moulton, and Clark Warburton, America’s Capacity to Consume (Washington:
Brookings Institution, 1934), 55, 56; McElvaine, The Great Depression, 38, 39; Richard Du Boff, Accumulation and
Power: An Economic History of the United States (Armonk, New York: M. E. Sharpe, Inc., 1989), 85-89.
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possible, a fact that, as was just mentioned, causes businesses to cut back investment and squeeze
workers even more in order to maintain profits. (It is at this point, as Keynes and other liberals
argued, that the government has to step in to boost demand and so keep capitalism functioning,
which, in the context of the Great Depression, it finally did on the necessary scale during and
after World War II.)°

The fantastic technological achievements of the 1920s, which included electrification,
automotive transport, and mass-production innovations, were therefore partly responsible for the
precarious foundations of the economy and the resultant severe depression of the 1930s.
“Technological unemployment”™—i.e., people’s loss of work due to mechanization and
automation—was bemoaned by commentators from the political center to the far left. William
Green, head of the AFL, observed in 1929 that in the steel industry seven men could now cast as
much pig iron as 60 could before, and one man could as efficiently operate open-hearth furnaces
as 42 under old methods. In the machinist industry one unskilled worker could replace 25 skilled
ones, while in textiles, 3,000 replaced 5,100. Because of such tremendous productivity advances,
manufacturing employment in the twenties not only didn’t noticeably expand but may even have
shrunk, as did the labor force in the extractive industries such as agriculture and mining. Work in
the white-collar and service sectors, by contrast—which was frequently more insecure, low-
paying, and temporary than in manufacturing—expanded 45 percent. This was, however, far
from sufficient to absorb industrial workers laid off by mechanization or other causes, as a
Brookings Institution study in 1928 concluded. Of 754 workers surveyed who had been laid off
in the preceding twelve months, 344 had still not found permanent employment, and the large

majority of the total had been out of work for more than a quarter of the year. The temporary

®N. Ross, “A Note on the Development of Post-War Capitalism in the U.S.,” Communist, September 1929: 512—
528; Du Boff, Accumulation and Power, 91-106.
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jobs secured by 234 included road building, selling newspapers, clerking in stores on Saturdays,
and mowing lawns.’

Exacerbating the problem of finding employment was the huge influx of rural inhabitants
into cities. The agricultural depression that had begun in 1921, a result of global overproduction
of crops, forced millions off the land—according to some estimates about four million between
1920 and 1929. Again, advances in productivity ironically had deleterious consequences, in that
the increased use of trucks and tractors on farms made superfluous a large proportion of the
agricultural labor force. These years also witnessed African-Americans’ Great Migration north,
which brought tens of thousands more people to Chicago’s overflowing Black Belt, and many
more to Detroit, New York, St. Louis, Philadelphia, Cleveland, and other cities. Indeed, it seems
that in general it was large cities, not smaller towns, that attracted rural migrants, which of
course put extra pressure on the job market, wages (downward), and welfare agencies in these
places. More and more, people had to shift from city to city in search of work.®

One of the factors that enabled economic growth to continue for years despite the
growing size of this “precariat” (as it would be called today) was the enormous expansion of
credit. Buying products in monthly or weekly installments because one could not afford them
became a massive practice for the first time ever. By the end of the decade, 60 percent of cars
and 80 percent of radios were sold on credit. Neighborhood shopkeepers routinely had to extend
credit to their loyal customers, trusting that their bouts of unemployment would be temporary.

The superabundance of credit in the U.S. economy (and the Federal Reserve’s easy-money

"Du Boff, Accumulation and Power, 85; William Green, “Prosperity and Unemployment,” New York Herald
Tribune, September 1, 1929; Beulah Amidon, “Busy Machines—and Idle Men,” Survey Graphic, April 1, 1929: 14,
15; Jay Lovestone, “The Present Economic Situation,” Communist, February, 1928: 83; Bernstein, The Lean Years,
55; “Labor-Absorbing Power of American Industry,” Monthly Labor Review, June, 1929: 1402—-1404.

¥ Sumner H. Slichter, “Recent Employment Movements,” Survey Graphic, April 1, 1929: 16; St. Clair Drake and
Horace Cayton, Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a Northern City (New York: Harcourt, Brace and
Company, 1945), 77; “Unemployment on Increase in North,” New York Amsterdam News, February 22, 1928.
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policy in 1927) also encouraged rampant speculation in the stock market, highly leveraged
buying of stocks just to resell them at a higher price, a game that proved so lucrative and became
so elaborate in its rules that Wall Street consumed mountains of surplus capital from around the
world that could have been more usefully invested in productive enterprises. America’s millions
of superfluous workers would have appreciated more factories as opposed to more speculative
gambling. But on the scale required that was out of the question, in light of saturated markets and
ever-lower rates of return on productive investment. So the gambling continued, the self-feeding
confidence bubble expanded...until finally in late 1929 it popped, when the stock market
crashed. Colossal amounts of wealth were destroyed, business confidence was shattered, credit
contracted, bankruptcies began to spread as profits declined, hundreds of thousands of workers
were laid off as investment fell, and the “deflationary spiral” slowly dragged the economy almost
to a standstill in early 1933.”

The depression was deepened and lengthened by a remarkable confluence of factors—
intra- and inter-national—that are too numerous and involved for us to review in depth here.
Unprotected and unregulated corporate and banking structures were highly vulnerable to a stock
market collapse and its repercussions in the (curtailed) spending and investment of the wealthy.
American businesses’ cutting back of purchases of raw materials from other countries had a
devastating impact on their economies and their own ability to serve as foreign markets. The
international tariff war set off by the U.S.’s Smoot-Hawley Act of 1930 further hampered world
trade and discouraged recovery. Outmoded dogmas of noninterference with free markets and the
necessity of balanced budgets made things worse throughout the Western world. The political

and economic legacies of World War I worsened the depression as well: for example, the

? Lovestone, “The Present Economic Situation,” 80-81; McElvaine, The Great Depression, 40-41, 44-46; Lizabeth
Cohen, Making a New Deal: Industrial Workers in Chicago, 1919-1939 (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1990), 234.
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postwar reparations and war debts problems created instability in the international economy,
which the U.S. only aggravated when its lending abroad—which during the twenties had boosted
foreign economies and their capacity to import American products—declined starting in 1928
(when stock market speculation became more attractive than lending). In addition, the restoration
of the international gold standard in the mid-twenties proved quite damaging, by forcing central
banks to defend their currency’s gold parity against speculators. This entailed, for instance, the
U.S. Federal Reserve’s deflationary policy of raising interest rates in the early thirties, which
discouraged investment and deepened the depression. Only after countries had left the gold
standard did they have the freedom to cut interest rates and enact expansionary policies. —In
short, the Great Depression resulted from (1) certain endemic tendencies of capitalism, notably
overproduction and underconsumption; (2) the breakdown of the relatively unregulated and un-
Keynesian form of capitalism that had been more appropriate to conditions in the nineteenth than
the twentieth century; and (3) a perfect storm of ill-advised policies and unfortunate aftereffects
of the world war."’

As already stated, however, things were bad enough even before the Depression began.
This was obvious from a Senate committee’s hearings held in the winter of 1928-29 to
investigate the causes and possible remedies of unemployment, by then a subject of national
concern. Among the committee’s final recommendations were that adequate statistics of
unemployment be collected, that government at all levels plan ambitious public works to

stabilize employment, that the feasibility of a system of old-age pensions be studied, that the

1% John Kenneth Galbraith, The Great Crash (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1954), 177-187; John A. Garraty, The
Great Depression: An Inquiry into the Causes, Course, and Consequences of the Worldwide Depression of the
Nineteen-Thirties, As Seen by Contemporaries and in the Light of History (Garden City, New York: Anchor Books,
1987), chapter 1; McElvaine, The Great Depression, 33—50; Barry Eichengreen, Globalizing Capital: A History of
the International Monetary System (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), chapter 3; Charles P.
Kindleberger, The World in Depression, 1929-1939 (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1986).
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United States Employment Service be reorganized, and that the federal government coordinate
the building of efficient employment exchanges on state and municipal levels. The necessity of a
more effective organization of such exchanges, intended to bring together businesses looking for
workers and workers looking for a job, was clear from testimony given at the hearings. For
example, an industrial relations expert testified that in Pittsburgh he had seen “hundreds, if not
thousands, of job-seekers milling around, hour after hour, and day after day, from one factory
gate to another, in the utmost of despair and with frequent exclamations against society in
general and the Government in particular—yet all the time with other factories hardly a mile

"’

away looking for workers!” The hearings thus illuminated both the urgency of the
unemployment situation and the chaotic, haphazard nature of the country’s response to it.
Nevertheless, it appears that the committee’s findings were almost wholly ignored."!

The year when the economy was to start its downward spiral began fairly auspiciously,
though not magnificently. The steel industry was booming in early 1929, with capacity
utilization rates of nearly 100 percent in Chicago. Railroads were doing vigorous business, and
the retail sector was showing more activity than the previous year. More telling, however, was
the sorry state of the construction industry, which, together with automobiles, was one of the two
major foundations of American economic growth. Building construction in Chicago for the first
six months of the year was 35 percent less than at the same time in 1928, when it hadn’t been
stellar. High unemployment rates among Chicago’s 112,000 building workers led to unions’
(unsuccessful) demands for the five-day, forty-hour week, which they expected would make jobs

available to a greater number of workers than had them at present. By August the nation’s

biggest industries, motor vehicles and iron and steel, were scheduling cutbacks in output, since in

1 Bernstein, The Lean Years, 63; Senate Committee on Education and Labor, Unemployment in the United States:
Hearings before the Committee on Education and Labor, 70th Congress, 2nd session, 1928-29, xv, 167.
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their earlier optimism they had acquired larger inventories than they could now dispose of.
Because of numerous forward and backward linkages, these cutbacks tended to shrink the
country’s economic activity as a whole, a process that fed on itself until, after the stock market
crash, the situation grew dire in the winter. In fact, already in the spring of 1929 the family
welfare societies in industrial cities were staggering under an increasing load of unemployment
relief. “Not in years,” reported one administrator, “have charitable organizations been so
burdened with the care of needy families in their own homes.” By the following spring things
were far worse.'?

Unfortunately, statistics on unemployment of the time are so unreliable that, even after
decades of scholarship on the subject, all we can give are educated guesses. Sifting through the
many estimates that have been proposed since the 1920s makes for an intolerable degree of
confusion. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics figures, which have been accepted by most historians,

are as follows. (The numbers are in thousands.)

Year | Labor Force | Employed | Unemployed | Unemployed rate
1929 | 49,180 47,630 1,550 3.2%
1930 | 49,820 45,480 4,340 8.7%
1931 50,420 42,400 8,020 15.9%
1932 51,000 38,940 12,060 23.6%
1933 51,590 38,760 12,830 24.9%
1934 52,230 40,890 11,340 21.7%

12 “Industry Speeds Up in Chicago District,” New York Times, March 11, 1929; Lovestone, “The Present Economic
Situation”; “Chicago Reports Sharp Drop in Six Months’ Construction,” New York Herald Tribune, July 8, 1929;
“Urge Five-Day Week in Chicago Building,” New York Times, June 24, 1929; Du Boff, Accumulation and Power,
89; Galbraith, The Great Crash, 174; Jacob Billikopf, “The New Unemployment,” New York Times, June 1, 1929.
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Year | Labor Force | Employed | Unemployed | Unemployed rate
1935 52,870 42,260 10,610 20.1%
1936 53,440 44,410 9,030 16.9%
1937 54,000 46,300 7,700 14.3%
1938 54,610 44,220 10,390 19%

1939 55,230 45,750 9,480 17.2%
1940 55,640 47,520 8,120 14.6%

1941 55,910 50,350 5,560 9.9%

These numbers seem too low. For one thing, they contrast wildly with estimates by the
National Resources Committee in 1937. Some difference between the two is to be expected,
since the latter excludes from the labor force “enterprisers, self-employed, and unpaid family
workers on farms,” taking account only of people who would ordinarily be paid by someone
else. On the other hand, other methodological parameters of the NRC study would tend to
understate the number of unemployed; for instance, it was not possible to include all the people
who had dropped out of the labor force—or simply didn’t try to enter it—because of
discouragement. In any case, the NRC’s unemployment percentages for the years 1929 to 1935
are, respectively, 10, 19, 32, 45, 47, 42, and 41. Indeed, given the massive numbers of women
and children who in the 1930s tried and would have liked to obtain employment—because of the
primary wage-earner’s difficulty in doing so—but much of the time were unable to, it doesn’t
seem outrageous to conclude that fully half of the nation’s (potential) labor force in the 1930s

was regularly jobless or worked only a couple days a week."

"> Weintraub, “Unemployment and Increasing Productivity,” 69, 70.
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Historical precedents also cast doubt on the standard estimates of Great Depression
unemployment. In 1900, a year of relative prosperity, unemployment affected 22.3 percent of the
labor force, with a mean duration of 3.6 months. Between 1908 and 1922, the average jobless
rate for unionized workers in Massachusetts was 7.7 percent. Between 1896 and 1926, the
jobless rate in manufacturing, transportation, and the building trades was 10.2 percent—12.1
percent from 1920 to 1926. Similarly, Robert and Helen Lynd’s classic Middletown revealed that
in the “typical” American city of Muncie, Indiana, more than a quarter of a sample of workers
had been laid off in the prosperous year of 1923, while during the first three-quarters of 1924—a
year of recession—62 percent had at some point been jobless. It is hardly credible, then, that
unemployment in 1929 was only 3.2 percent, especially considering that social workers across
the country complained about being overwhelmed by demands for relief even in the spring. And
if that number is wrong, the others probably are too.'*

Franklin Roosevelt’s Committee on Economic Security, whose numbers are somewhat
more reliable, estimated that 15,071,000 people were jobless in March 1933, the worst month for
unemployment in U.S. history. Irving Bernstein states that “On the day that Hoover left the
presidency, March 4, 1933, one out of every three wage and salary earners in the United States
was totally without work and there is no way of knowing what proportion of the others were on
part time.” That’s a reasonable statement, although, again, if one includes in the labor force
everyone (including women and children) who is looking for a job or would like a job but is too
discouraged to seek one, the proportion was surely more like 40 percent than 30. After all, even

the Committee on Economic Security arbitrarily excluded certain categories of people from its

'* Alexander Keyssar, Out of Work: The First Century of Unemployment in Massachusetts (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1986), 304, 305; Isador Lubin’s testimony, Senate Committee on Education and Labor,
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(New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1929), 56, 57.

59



calculations: for instance, unemployed professionals were not counted, nor were people leaving
school to seek work who had never had a job. If such categories are counted, the National
Research League estimated that unemployment rose from 1,250,000 in September 1929 to
17,900,000 in March 1933, and was still as high as 14 million in late 1935. The Labor Research
Association calculated that if people on federal work relief were included (because of private
industry’s inability to absorb them), there were almost 17 million jobless in late 1935."

In any event, governments nearly always underestimate unemployment—understandably,
because it is not in their interest to publicize poor economic performance. Even in our own day,
when statistics are incomparably more reliable than in the 1930s, official unemployment figures
are far below what they should be, since they do not include people who want a job but are too
discouraged to keep looking, or those who are forced to work only part-time. If one includes
these, the real unemployment rate in June 2013, for example, was not 7.6 percent, as the
government reported, but (at least) 14.3 percent.'® Accordingly, we should be skeptical when we
read the official numbers on the Depression. Especially given that millions of part-time workers
were counted as employed—and the part-time/full-time ratio grew much higher as the crisis
deepened—things were worse than the numbers suggest.

Heavy industry was hit hardest in the thirties, and so Chicago, being a center of industry,
suffered terribly. During the worst times it practically ceased to function. Its construction
industry was utterly devastated: in January 1930, when 38 percent of the AFL’s members in the
industry nationwide were unemployed, the percentage in Chicago was 45. By the end of 1932

that figure was 70 percent, and higher for unorganized workers, as shown by the fact that
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Statistics,” Journal of the American Statistical Association, vol. 33, no. 204 (Dec., 1938): 664.

'® Dan Diamond, “Why The ‘Real’ Unemployment Rate Is Higher Than You Think,” Forbes, July 5, 2013.

60



nationally the total loss of construction jobs between 1929 and 1933 was 82 percent. Only 137
residential units were built in Chicago in 1933, compared to 43,000 in 1926; in the entire period
between 1931 and 1938, only 8,000 units were built. Thus, the housing market simply collapsed.
The concomitant collapse of the nation’s automobile production slashed the demand for steel and
many other products of light and heavy industry, such that by December 1932, Chicago
manufacturing as a whole had an employment level half that of the monthly average between
1925 and 1927. Indeed, a year earlier, in October 1931, already 624,000 Chicagoans were out of
work—an astounding 40 percent of the labor force, making Chicago’s plight far more severe
even than New York City’s."”

Illinois was savaged by the Depression, more so than most states. Out of a total of
3,185,00 gainful workers, the number of unemployed rose from about 300,000 in the spring of
1930 to more than 1,500,000 in January 1933. Only Michigan and a few other states had this
official rate of approximately 50 percent unemployment. Aside from some ravaged mining areas
downstate, nowhere were things worse than in Chicago, which in January 1933 had probably
over 850,000 jobless out of 1,560,000 gainful workers. Perhaps a third of the others—throughout
the state and the country, in fact—worked only part-time. Payrolls plummeted even more steeply
than employment because of both this use of part-time labor and drastic reductions in wage-rates.
Admittedly, not all industries were equally affected: in Illinois, among the ones that suffered
least were food, chemicals, and textiles; printing, public utilities, clothing, and trade (wholesale

and retail) were harmed more, and metals, machinery, and wood products had the sharpest

7 William Green, “Unemployment,” Weekly Newsletter, 1llinois State Federation of Labor, February 22, 1930;
Illinois Department of Labor, “Statistical Indexes and Summary Tables,” Labor Bulletin, vol. XXII, no. 7 (January,
1933): 142, 145; Page, Employment and Unemployment, 28; Robert G. Spinney, City of Big Shoulders: A History of
Chicago (Dekalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2000), 193; Illinois Department of Labor, “Unemployment
Estimates for Chicago as of October 15, 1931,” Labor Bulletin, vol. XI, no. 5 (November, 1931): 82; Albert
Romasco, The Poverty of Abundance: Hoover, the Nation, the Depression (New York: Oxford University Press,
1965), 155.
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declines in payrolls and employment. Nevertheless, the unfolding cataclysm touched everyone,
and destroyed many.'®

The differential impact on various categories of people illustrates the raging social and
economic inequalities of the time. In Chicago, while African-Americans were about 7 percent of
the population in 1932, they constituted over 20 percent of the unemployed. In many cases they
were laid off specifically just so whites could be hired. In the bleakest months of the Depression,
the Black Belt was a cauldron of misery, poverty, and despair, with unemployment approaching
90 percent in some sections. Bank failures were more widespread and devastating there than
elsewhere in the city, causing the already tiny black middle class to further shrink. Nor was the
situation helped by the fact that 40,000 more blacks entered the city during the thirties, fleeing
the collapse of the southern cotton economy and rampant discrimination in the administering of
relief. For most of them, not even the traditional low-status, low-paid jobs of servant work and
manual labor were available. In 1935 almost half of black domestic servants, a third of semi-
skilled workers, and at least a fourth of the unskilled were still without jobs. Indeed, even in
1940, when the country was benefiting from the war boom, 26 percent of black men above 14
years of age were seeking work while being supported by local relief or the WPA, or simply the
generosity of friends and neighbors. Only the U.S’s entry into World War II would finally
banish, for a time, the chronic unemployment and underemployment Chicago’s blacks had

endured not merely since 1929 but in fact since they first made the trek up north years earlier.'

'8 First Annual Report of the Illinois Emergency Relief Commission (Chicago, 1933), 33, 36; Kennedy, Freedom
from Fear, 87; “Growth of Annual Average Employment and Payrolls, 1929-1934,” Review of Employment and
Payrolls of Illinois Industry, March 22, 1935.

' “The Negro in the Industrial Depression,” Monthly Labor Review, June, 1931: 60—62; St. Clair Drake and Horace
Cayton, Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a Northern City (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company,
1945), 214-218; Harold F. Gosnell, Negro Politicians: The Rise of Negro Politics in Chicago (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1967), 321.
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African-Americans were far from the only disadvantaged minority in Chicago, though
they were the worst off. The foreign-born, who made up a third of Chicago’s population, were
likewise in dire condition. As elsewhere in the country, the fact that immigrant workers were
disproportionately uneducated and unskilled, not to mention frequently untutored in English,
made them and their families especially vulnerable in the case of an economic downturn. On
average they were already poorer than native whites, and because fewer of them belonged to
unions their jobs were more insecure and seasonal. Thus, for example, the large Eastern
European community was almost wholly sucked into the economic mire. No systematic and
reliable data exist on immigrants in Chicago, but impressionistic accounts from knowledgeable
observers paint a grim picture. Out of about 220 Bulgarian families scattered in the city, it was
reported around 1935 that only ten were in “comparatively good” condition, the rest—40 of
which were on relief—being “miserable.” The larger Yugoslav population—of “well over
60,000”"—was similarly scattered in small groups around Chicago, and perhaps as a result seems
to have been a little worse off than the Polish and Czechoslovak communities, which were more
tightly knit. Nevertheless, the majority of wage-earners in the latter communities as well
remained out of work for long periods, so that their wives and children had to take whatever part-
time jobs they could find. The number of Lithuanian stores, factories, and workshops in Chicago
fell by half during the Depression, and the Lithuanian Alliance of America was forced to evict
countrymen who had defaulted on their mortgages. Many of the Poles, Lithuanians, Slovaks, and
Mexicans who worked in the meatpacking industry—and so usually lived in the smelly, noisy,
filthy Back-of-the-Yards neighborhood—were not immediately affected by the downturn in
1930, because meatpacking did not collapse to the degree that steel and the agricultural

equipment industry did. Consumer demand for meat remained more stable throughout the thirties
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than industrial demand for capital goods. However, underemployment quickly became a major
problem for these packinghouse workers, as companies adopted “share-the-work™ plans—called
“share-the-misery” plans by their employees—that entailed reduced hours and extended
layoffs.*

Mexicans were treated even worse by the Depression than other immigrant groups were.
In 1930 there were 20,000 of them in Chicago, concentrated in three neighborhoods: Back of the
Yards, the Near West Side, and the smokestack-filled South Chicago. By 1940, due to voluntary
and coerced repatriation, 20 percent had returned to Mexico. No other immigrant group in
Chicago had a higher rate of unemployment than Mexicans, but in addition they had to deal with
the evil of aggressive nativism. Conservative organizations like the American Legion and the
Immigrant Protective League negotiated cheap train fares to Texas in order to facilitate removal
of Mexicans, and everyday incidents of discrimination increased as Americans blamed Mexicans
for “taking our jobs.” For instance, when a family applied for relief, the caseworker assigned to
them was apt to discuss how much happier they would be in their own country; and landlords
sometimes resorted to removing the doors and windows of apartments with Mexican tenants in
order to encourage them to move without having to pay for a court notice. Given the enormity of
their plight, what is surprising, perhaps, is only that more Mexicans during the thirties didn’t

voluntarily leave Chicago behind.'

*% Leland Collins DeVinney, “The Relation of Educational Status to Unemployment of Gainful Workers in the City
of Chicago, 1934” (PhD diss., University of Chicago, 1944); anonymous and untitled report, Ernest Burgess Papers,
Special Collections Research Center, University of Chicago Library, box 131, folder 3; “Yugoslavs in Chicago and
Depression” and miscellaneous papers, ibid., folder 4; Robert A. Slayton, Back of the Yards: The Making of a Local
Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 190; Rick Halpern, Down on the Killing Floor: Black and
White Workers in Chicago’s Packinghouses, 1904-54 (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1997), 99, 100; “Voice
of the People,” Chicago Tribune, January 19, 1936.

! Michael Innis-Jiménez, Steel Barrio: The Great Mexican Migration to South Chicago, 1915—1940 (New York:
New York University Press, 2013), 55, 144; Gabriela F. Arredondo, ““What! the Mexicans, Americans?’ Race and
Ethnicity, Mexicans in Chicago, 1916—1939” (PhD diss., University of Chicago, 1999), 73—78, 124—-134.
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Other “disadvantaged” groups in the city and country included women, the very young,
and those older than about 50. Unemployment was least common between the ages of 25 and 45,
though even for these people it was regularly above 15 or 20 percent during the Depression
decade. The unemployment rate for women, on the other hand, was often less than for men, in
part because much fewer women were in the labor force—about a quarter of them on the eve of
the Depression, constituting 22 percent of workers nationwide—but also because they could
more easily get part-time and seasonal jobs. Moreover, the industries in which they typically
worked were not so devastated as “masculine” industries like metals and machinery. Thus, in
early 1931 24 percent of Chicago’s working women were jobless, a lower number than for men,
which after 1933 got even lower (at times) as the domestic service and clerical occupations
partially recovered. Needless to say, there was a discrepancy between the races: 20.4 percent
jobless for native white females (in early 1931) versus 58.5 percent for blacks—although,
interestingly, only 15.5 percent for foreign-born white women.*

Qualitative accounts of the early Depression in Chicago are scattered throughout the
secondary literature, but they bear repeating in our own age of historical amnesia and threatened
economic and social collapse.” Briefly, between 1930 and 1933 a near-apocalypse occurred in
Chicago and comparable industrial cities. In later chapters we’ll discuss in detail the city’s total
incapacity to meet the crisis, in part a consequence of endemic fiscal woes and long delays in tax
collection, but even anecdotal testimonies give a sense of the calamity. By late 1930 even the

mainstream press, which for months had denied or downplayed the misery epidemic (and would

** Chandler, America’s Greatest Depression, 37; Kennedy, Freedom from Fear, 27; “Unemployment Among
Women in the Early Years of the Depression,” Monthly Labor Review, April, 1934: 790-795.
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Reality (Canada: New Society Publishers, 2011).
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in fact continue to do so), was admitting that hundreds of women, mostly between 50 and 70
years old, were sleeping on park benches, under bushes, in doorways and hallways. Having lost
their livelihood, they had been evicted by landlords and were forced to wander the city desperate
for a meal and some shelter, eating out of garbage cans behind restaurants. Thousands of men
were sleeping in parks on the lakefront or on the cold concrete underneath Wacker Drive. Too
poor to pay 15 cents for a bed in a flophouse, they clustered together beneath the highway by the
hundreds and built small fires with bits of broken wood picked up on vacant lots. As one

observer picturesquely remarked,

Many of these men are hungry; those who have food share it with their friends
under the rule of the road. As they huddle by their feeble fires, or sit, coat collar
turned up and cap pulled low, staring at the blackness which is the river, there is a
steady, quiet hum from overhead, where the automobiles skim smoothly along,
carrying well fed men and women from one busy moment to another in their

prosperous lives. Wealth on the upper level, hunger and misery below.**

As has been amply related in historical scholarship, “Hoovervilles” sprang up in cities all
over the country. In Chicago, one of them even sprouted in the city’s front yard, in and around
Grant Park. It elected its own “mayor”—a disabled former railroad brakeman and miner—and
had its Prosperity Road, Easy Street, and Hard Times Avenue. “Building construction may be at
a standstill elsewhere,” the mayor remarked, “but here everything is booming... Ours is a
communistic government. We pool our interests and when the commissary shows signs of

depletion, we appoint a committee to see what leavings the hotels have.” Notwithstanding the

2 Daily Worker, October 30, 1930; Bruce Bliven, “No Money, No Work,” New Republic, November 10, 1930.
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prime real estate around Grant Park, it was more common to find Hoovervilles in garbage
dumps. In 1932, for example, “every single place where food remains were dumped” was an

attraction for the city’s starving thousands.

In one case, in the midst of the most overpowering odor, where an ugly cloud of
flies constantly buzzed over the grounds, more than 300 men made their “homes.”
Here they lived, some of them in ramshackle huts, most of them in the fire-boxes
of an abandoned kiln, part of which had collapsed and the other standing sections
threatening to at any moment. For clothing they had the overalls and shoes which
other people had cast off as worthless and which they had picked up. For water
they walked a quarter of a mile to a railroad tank. For security they had definite

knowledge of at least three deaths from garbage-eating at that one dump.”

In many cases people frequented garbage dumps without living there, waiting around all day for
a fresh truckload, searching for food that they could take home to feed their families. More
commonly used, however, were the accepted institutional means of assuaging hunger and
homelessness, such as breadlines and shelters (including unsupervised private “flophouses”). The
city bristled with breadlines at charities, churches, and shelters, by late 1930 at least 16 of them
that each had from 500 to 3,000 men a day, shuffling along silently to get a bowl of “slop” or a
two-day-old piece of bread. Even after the peak of the Depression had passed, twenty thousand
homeless men were still regularly living in the twenty public shelters that Chicago provided. The
buildings used for these shelters were schools, warehouses, abandoned factories, even the old

county jail, all typically located in dilapidated areas of the city near the central business district.

25 New York Times, November 12, 1930; New Frontier, February 8, 1933.
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—As regards this glitzy business district—the Loop—the Depression half-emptied it out, as it
emptied out houses and factories all over the city. Most of the Loop’s office-floor space and
many of its stores were unoccupied in 1933, such that Chicago’s elite grew anxious lest the city
present an unflattering fagade to the millions of international visitors congregating for the
“Century of Progress” world’s fair. The mayor had a clever solution to this problem: he called on
property-owners and tenants to dress up vacant windows with either merchandise or exhibits of
some sort, and to keep the windows lighted until at least 2 a.m. every night. It is unknown
whether many tenants, who were not without problems of their own, heeded his plea.*®

It is hard to imagine in the twenty-first century what the city must have been like and
looked like in those dreary years of the early Depression, and later in the decade too. In
newspapers one reads of groups of hundreds of homeless being driven in the freezing October
night air to sleep in free shelters that quickly became overcrowded, such that hundreds had to
curl up on the cold floor. Others were turned away and, shivering, trudged on, finally finding
shelter in police stations and other public buildings, where sometimes they were served coffee
and sandwiches by the staff and housewives who had come to help. In the winter of 1930-31, the
state-funded shelters that had been established (as opposed to the private ones) served an average
of 13,400 meals a day and lodged 4,000 men. So ubiquitous were breadlines, panhandlers, and
“professional beggars” already in early 1931 that civic and business groups in the North Loop
started a campaign to rid Michigan Avenue of them. “It is getting so that a person can hardly
walk a block without being approached for money,” one man complained, going on to blame the

public’s “mistaken ideas of charity” for the proliferation of beggars. (Giving them money only

® New Frontier, March 4 and 22, 1933; Daily Worker, December 13, 1930; Edwin H. Sutherland and Harvey J.
Locke, Twenty Thousand Homeless Men: A Study of Unemployed Men in the Chicago Shelters (New York: Arno
Press, 1971/1936), 1; Margaret Marshall, “Chicago: Two Exhibits,” Nation, June 28, 1933.
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encouraged them, he argued.) The campaign had considerable success: within a couple months
all the breadlines on the north side had closed.”’

In general, though, things only got worse as the years passed. More and more buildings
had to be used to house men and women who were being evicted by the thousands every month;
nor did it help that Chicago became a Mecca for many thousands of “transients” from all over
the country, who valued it for its breadlines and free beds. Indeed, many of these people seemed
to have a more cheerful attitude than unemployed Chicagoans did. As one (immigrant) said,
“They feed you at the old county jail... If you got a dime you get meals, soup, bread, coffee, and
a spring bed, for a week. If you got no dime, they feed you anyway, but you sleep on the floor.”
The fact that life was not always miserable for the “hobo” is clear from the following description

of the transient community that emerged in Grant Park and elsewhere in the city:

[The immigrant’s] neighbor was shaving himself at the fountain, using a
one-inch pocket mirror and a safety razor... There were about 600 men in Grant
Park, some making their toilets, putting out their laundry to dry, or patching their
clothes. Most of them, however, were stretched out in the autumn sun waiting for
the breadlines to form and apparently oblivious to the hazards of the coming
winter.

...“Don’t worry about finding plenty to eat in this town, buddy,” [one
man] said. “If you get tired of the garbage they hand you in these breadlines you
can go out and hit the housewives up for a meal once in a while. That’s what I do.

The police are very good about it.”

27 Chicago Tribune, October 21, 1930; March 5 and 15, February 22, November 24, 1931; December 24, 1932.
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Of more than a hundred men questioned, at least 50 percent were either
residents of other cities or small towns, where charity is limited, or homeless
drifters who make Chicago their winter headquarters.

Most of the out-of-towners seemed carefree and confident of a winter
that’s “at least better than working.” There were, on the other hand, many hard

luck stories from Chicagoans.*®

We’ll explore some of those stories in the following chapters, as well as conditions inside the
shelters. One of the major factors influencing both of these things was the set of relief policies by
the city and the state. While transients may not always have known it or been personally troubled
by it, there was in fact an almost continuous relief crisis in Chicago during the early thirties—
and after 1935 too, when the federal government withdrew from “this business of relief,” as
Roosevelt disdainfully called it. In this respect, Chicago was little different from most industrial
cities in the country, and most towns and rural communities. The only difference, perhaps, was
in the severity—and the massive human repercussions—of its financial crisis. Of all cities in the
country, it was surely the one least prepared for the Depression, because of its chaotic finances,
delayed tax collection due to legal controversies, and absurdly high rates of tax delinquency
among the wealthy. In June 1930, for example, there was a tax payment backlog of 20 percent
for 1928, 40 percent for 1929, and 50 percent for 1930, causing the city to be on the verge of
bankruptcy. It could not even afford to pay its employees, much less offer adequate relief to the
poor; schoolteachers, firemen, policemen, and others went unpaid for months at a time—at one
point (in 1932 and ’33) more than eight months, for teachers. A disproportionate burden of relief,

therefore, fell on private organizations like United Charities, Catholic Charities, the Salvation

28 Chicago Tribune, October 1, 1931.
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Army, the American Red Cross, and the Jewish Social Service Bureau. They were
overwhelmed.”

It may be useful here to give a brief, anticipatory overview of the contours of relief in
Chicago throughout the decade. As industry after industry collapsed in 1930 and ’31, the relief
needs of hundreds of thousands of applicants became so unmanageable by the city and county
that the state had to step in in manifold ways; in particular, in early 1932 it created the Illinois
Emergency Relief Commission (IERC) to oversee the finances and administration of relief. Soon
even this agency, not having enough money at its disposal, proved inadequate to the task, so
Mayor Cermak of Chicago desperately appealed to the federal government, panicking lest social
unrest reduce his city to chaos. “It would be cheaper,” he pointedly remarked, for Congress “to
provide a loan of $152,000,000 to the City of Chicago, than to pay for the services of Federal
troops at a future date.” Chicago did not get nearly that much money, but by the spring of 1933 it
and Illinois had received about $55 million from the federal government’s Reconstruction
Finance Corporation, more than any other state. It was very far from sufficient: thousands of
state residents were near starvation and thousands more would experience that condition in the
following years, despite the various state taxes (regressive sales taxes) and bond issues that were
passed to pay for relief. The federal government, too, renewed its commitment to alleviating
states’ distress in May 1933, when, under the Roosevelt administration, it formed the Federal
Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) to give grants and establish uniform national

regulations for the administration of relief. The IERC estimated that in October 1933 402,000

* Dwayne Charles Cole, “The Relief Crisis in Illinois during the Depression, 1930-1940” (Ph.D. diss., St. Louis
University, 1973), 4; Roger Biles, Big City Boss in Depression and War: Mayor Edward J. Kelly of Chicago
(DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1984), 22, 23.
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Chicagoans (and 866,000 Illinoisans), or 11.9 percent of the city’s population, were receiving
relief of some kind. Many more needed it but, voluntarily or involuntarily, did not get it.*

Fearing another winter of unbearable suffering and civic unrest, the federal government
created the Civil Works Administration in November 1933. Not exactly a work relief program
because it did not require that the people hired be on relief rolls, it nonetheless gave jobs to over
4 million unemployed men and women until it was phased out (despite its great popularity) in the
spring. It was so successful that it inspired, in 1935, the even grander Works Progress
Administration, which continued until 1943. Over 100,000 people in Cook County, and 225,000
in Illinois, found employment with the CWA, which not only lessened the burden on relief
agencies but also injected some much-needed purchasing power into the economy. Until the end
of 1935, FERA continued to subsidize and help administer both direct relief (i.e., the provision
of cash or, more often, grocery orders directly to “clients”) and work relief, thus preventing the
system from sinking into sustained crisis—although for the inundated caseworkers who each
attended to one or two hundred families on relief, it must have seemed like it was always on the
verge of doing so.”!

The years after 1935 were characterized by great success and dismal failure, in fact
tragedy on an epic scale. The Works Progress Administration has been justly celebrated for its
many concrete achievements, including taking a total of 8.5 million people off the relief rolls and
putting them to productive work. On the other hand, its successes disguised great failures. The
unemployed population on relief had been divided into two categories: the employable and the

unemployable, i.e., the elderly, the disabled, and the orphaned. Only the employable were to be

3 New York Times, June 22, 1932; Biles, Big City Boss, 23, 24; Second Annual Report of the Illinois Emergency
Relief Commission (Chicago, 1934), 36, 81.

1 Ibid., 46; Jeff Singleton, The American Dole: Unemployment Relief and the Welfare State in the Great Depression
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2000), chapter 5; “New Federal Work-Relief Program,” Monthly Labor Review,
July, 1934: 38-40.
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hired by the WPA, the others being forced to turn to state and local public assistance agencies for
whatever help they saw fit to give. This was not a great change from the situation before the New
Deal, when such “deserving” poor had traditionally been cared for—inadequately—by their
communities. With the early New Deal many of them, like the able-bodied unemployed, had
received federal emergency relief; but this ended in 1935, when the WPA was created, FERA
was dissolved, and the federal government withdrew from administering and providing grants for
direct relief. Once the provisions of the Social Security Act of 1935 were implemented, the
situation of some of these unemployables did improve, since federal grants were now given to
states in order to assist the aged, the blind, orphaned and disabled children, and poor single
(mostly white) mothers. (Federal benefits were also given directly to some people over 65 years
of age who fulfilled certain conditions—which was the aspect of the law that came to be known
colloquially as “Social Security.”) Aside from the “Social Security” program, though, each state
was allowed to give whatever level of assistance it desired: for example, in December 1939
Arkansas gave $8.10 every month to families with dependent children, whereas Massachusetts
gave $61.07. So, depending on where one lived—and what race one belonged to—one was given
either miserly or munificent grants by the state. Moreover, several categories of people were
exempt from the old-age benefits program, including domestic workers, agricultural laborers,
casual workers, and public employees.

Arguably, however, the greater tragedy than the federal government’s semi-neglect of

“unemployables”3 2

was what happened to the able-bodied unemployed who were not hired by
the WPA (or PWA or CCC): they, too, were left to the mercy of states and localities. The

Roosevelt administration simply washed its hands of them. Nor were they a negligible minority:

32 Many of whom, such as the malnourished, those who suffered from nervous strain, and others whose ailments
were temporary and had been caused largely by the Depression itself, were quite employable.
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even at its peak, the WPA left millions of employable people on the local relief rolls, being
unable to hire them because of its insufficient budgets. All these people, in addition to the many
millions of able-bodied unemployed who were not on relief at all, were consigned to a hell
somewhat reminiscent of that they had endured from 1930 to 1933, before the federal
government had stepped in to fund the /arge majority of relief nationwide. It is true that the
Social Security Act contained provisions for unemployment insurance; unfortunately, just as
much discretion was left to the states as in the case of grants to “unemployables.” Each state
could determine how much compensation to give and whom to give it to, with the consequence
that large numbers of the jobless ended up not being eligible for insurance at all. Illinois did not
even start giving benefits until mid-1939, and in many cases their inadequacy was such that they
had to be supplemented with relief anyway. —In short, after 1935, the unemployed could only
hope that the elites of their state and community would help them in even remote proportion to
their plight—which was impossible, or not desired, in many states and localities that could not
handle the financial burden, or chose not to. New Jersey actually resorted simply to issuing
licenses to beg.”

Thus, federal oversight of relief was abandoned in the second half of the 1930s, and
Illinois, once again, was left to fend for itself—which it did badly. It turned out to be quite
incapable of taking care of its unemployed, partly because its industrial economy effectively did
not recover until the 1940s. Of course, neither did the country’s economy as a whole. Between
1935 and 1937 business conditions briefly improved, but the upswing was decidedly less

pronounced for the middle and lower classes. Some of the best commentary on these matters was

* For the previous two paragraphs: Josephine Chapin Brown, Public Relief, 1929-1939 (New York: Octagon
Books, 1971/1940), 165-170; Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, Regulating the Poor: The Functions of
Public Welfare (New York: Vintage Books, 1993/1971), chapter 3; Singleton, The American Dole, chapter 6; Social
Security Act of 1935; Chicago Tribune, June 23, 1939.
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provided by the Labor Research Association, whose work historians have almost wholly ignored
because of its left-wing bias. The group’s monthly Labor Notes observes, for instance, that labor
productivity in manufacturing was, on average, 23 percent higher in 1935 than in 1929, as a
result of better machinery and the increasing speed and intensity of work. In part because of such
improvements in productivity, but more because of the New Deal’s stimulating effect on
economic activity, corporate profits steadily rose from 1935 to early 1937; even Chicago’s steel
industry began to recover. With orders from the automotive industry rising, steel’s capacity
utilization rose to 80 percent in late 1936, much higher than at any time in the previous five
years.>

It seems, however, that the effects of this business upturn on employment were not quite
as wonderful as historians have sometimes thought. If one counts people on federal work relief—
WPA, PWA, and CCC—as unemployed, the numbers of the jobless from late 1932 to early 1938

were approximately as follows:>

Date | Unemployed | 0,0 | g an work rei
Nov. 1932 16,783,000 — 16,783,000
Nov. 1933 16,138,000 599,000 15,539,000
Nov. 1934 16,824,000 | 3,007,000 13,817,000
Nov. 1935 16,658,000 | 2,486,000 14,172,000
Nov. 1936 14,751,000 | 3,792,000 10,959,000
Nov. 1937 14,825,000 | 2,223,000 12,602,000

March, 1938 | 16,456,000 | 3,462,000 12,994,000

3* Labor Research Association, Labor Notes, vol. 4, no. 12 (December, 1936): 1; Chicago Tribune, December 21,

1936.

33 Labor Research Association, Labor Notes, vol. 6, nos. 1 and 6 (January and June, 1938).
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These numbers also include young workers remaining in school longer than they otherwise
would have as a result of the Depression, as well as people moving to farms because of their
inability to find jobs. Even if one uses the lower numbers in the right-hand column, the
proportion of unemployed never fell below about 20 percent of the labor force in the second half
of the decade. Again, probably at least a third of the others worked part-time.

As is well known, the limited recovery of the country’s economy came to a crashing end
in late 1937 and 1938, because of the government’s return to fiscal conservatism, the Federal
Reserve’s tightening of credit, and the beginning of the Social Security payroll tax in 1937,
which took $2 billion out of the pockets of consumers. The stock market plummeted, corporate
profits plunged nearly 80 percent, steel production sank to one-fourth of its mid-1937 level, and
unemployment rose to about 25 percent (notwithstanding the government’s lower estimates). In
desperation, Washington reintroduced deficit spending, for example by expanding the WPA, and
eased credit, which restored some measure of economic vitality in 1939. The prescriptions of
liberals and leftists were thus strikingly validated, and the ideas of fiscal conservatives
apparently refuted. Nevertheless, because the world is ruled not by ideas but by economic
interest and power, the agenda of big business and its representatives in Congress quickly came
to the fore once again: in late 1939 Roosevelt and Congress rediscovered the virtues of balanced
budgets and retrenchment of social spending, and cut appropriations for work relief and other
social programs. For instance, a rule was instituted that people who had worked on WPA
projects for eighteen consecutive months had to be terminated, which led to the laying off of
775,000 workers. (A survey showed that three months later, 87 percent of them had still not
found private employment.) Instead of social spending, Washington rallied around an issue with

bipartisan support: the increase of military appropriations, in preparation for possible entry into
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the European war. This—and the war itself—was of benefit to the economy, preventing it from
sinking again into the doldrums of 1938, but it was of far greater benefit to the corporate sector
than to the unemployed or the poor.*®

These misérables were now, indeed, no longer “the forgotten men”; they were
remembered—but repudiated. Much has been said in historical scholarship about the federal
government’s consistently scandalous treatment of sharecroppers, tenant farmers, rural laborers,
and domestic workers, but less attention has been devoted to the fate of the long-term jobless as
such in the late thirties.’” In few places, surely, were they worse off than in Chicago or Illinois.
Both state and city were wildly irresponsible in caring for the destitute, refusing to provide the
necessary finances and administrative apparatus to make possible efficient and effective relief.
The relatively successful relief policies and financing between 1933 and 1935, when FERA was
in substantial control and periodically came to the rescue of the poor when the state refused to,
ended in late 1935, from which point Illinois entered a period of semi-chaos in the provision of
relief. Starting in July 1936, the administration of relief was devolved from the IERC to 1,454
local units (towns, cities, and counties) throughout the state, and the state legislature took
measures to compel localities, particularly Chicago, to assume a fair share of the financial
burden. As one historian observes, the Chicago City Council had been “blatantly negligent” in

paying for its own relief needs, and for the remainder of the decade, even when deprived of state

36 Kennedy, Freedom from Fear, 350, McElvaine, The Great Depression, 297, 298, 306-308; “Nice for
Corporations,” Social Work Today, March 1940, 25.

" In addition to standard histories cited above, see, e.g., Anthony Badger, The New Deal: The Depression Years,
1933-40 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1989); Irving Bernstein, A Caring Society: The New Deal, the Worker, and the
Great Depression (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1985); T. H. Watkins, The Hungry Years: A Narrative
History of the Great Depression (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1999); William R. Brock, Welfare,
Democracy, and the New Deal (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988); Robin D. G. Kelley, Hammer and
Hoe: Alabama Communists in the Great Depression (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2015); Ruth
Milkman, On Gender, Labor, and Inequality (Chicago: University of Illinois, 2016); Raymond Wolters, Negroes
and the Great Depression: The Problem of Economic Recovery (Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing Corp., 1970);
David Eugene Conrad, The Forgotten Farmers: The Story of Sharecroppers in the New Deal (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1965).
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funds, it continued to show little compassion for the poor—except when forced to by the threat
of public disorder. The city and state lurched from crisis to crisis, barely managing to scrounge
up more money whenever it appeared that thousands would starve to death if something drastic
were not done, somehow navigating the muddle of relief agencies and jurisdictions that
constituted the state’s welfare system. In July 1938 the IERC regained some supervisory
authority over the wasteful and inefficient local relief jurisdictions, but the system remained
decentralized, hence subject to periodic crisis and the whims (and frequent inhumanity) of local
authorities. Finally in 1943, too late to deal with the emergency of the Depression, some sanity
was restored when the Illinois Public Aid Commission—which had succeeded the IERC in
1941—took over administration of Old Age Assistance, Aid to Dependent Children, and the
county welfare departments, thus effectively ending the fiasco of decentralized relief.’®
Unfortunately, many human casualties were littered along this tortuous road to sanity.
There is no telling how many people needed relief from hunger and poverty, but between July
1936 and July 1938, an average of 500,000 Illinoisans were on the relief rolls each month (not
counting those dependent on the WPA, CCC, or NYA (National Youth Administration), or
receiving mothers’ aid pensions, Old Age Assistance, or aid for the blind). The corresponding
number for Chicago was approximately 217,000. These numbers mean little, though; more
important are the conditions in which relief recipients (and others less favored) lived. They were
not exactly sumptuous. The Chicago Relief Administration had established that the absolute

minimum to sustain a family of five was $59.65 per month; accordingly, this was set as the “100

*¥ Donald S. Howard, “Worse Than Forgotten Men,” Social Work Today, May, 1940, 13; Cole, “The Relief Crisis in
Illinois,” chapters 8, 9, 12, and 13; Biennial Report of the IERC, Covering the Period July 1, 1936 through June 30,
1938 (Chicago, 1938), 21; Frank Z. Glick, The Illinois Emergency Relief Commission (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1940), chapter 7; Chicago Tribune, June 18, 1943.
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percent relief budget.”” As it happened, though, in the later years of the 1930s this minimum
budget—or “the 100% skeleton budget,” as a Chicago church committee called it—was rarely
granted to relief recipients. Instead, they were expected to survive on anywhere from 65 to 85
percent of it, an expectation that tended to produce a public outcry that occasionally convinced
the City Council to appropriate more funds. Even so, the starvation, malnourishment, and many
cases of rickets, pellagra, beriberi, and scurvy that proliferated among the Chicago poor led the
City Club, a top business group, to denounce the “appalling picture of distress and suffering.”
“[Those on relief] would get more if they were prisoners,” the organization said in a report. That

is surely no exaggeration, as the following typical description suggests:

William Linneman and his family...have been on relief for about three
years and have gone through the usual course of misery most families on relief
experience: not enough food, shortage on grocery orders, refusal of special diets
when needed, gas shut off—mo stove all last winter, poor living quarters,
continual fighting for clothing, shoes; always fighting for the bare necessities of
life almost always denied them by the relief authorities. This all contributed to
and brought about the present condition of Mr. Linneman.

He is suffering from anemia—malnutrition and other diseases. He is 6 feet

tall [and] weighs 96 pounds (the weight of a normal child of 12)...*°

%% The United Charities determined that $81 was necessary for subsistence for the same-sized family that the CRA
allowed $44, which made the CRA budget 54 percent of the UC budget. The latter, in turn, was 65 percent of the
“health and decency” budget of the U.S. Children’s Bureau.

* Biennial Report of the IERC, 43, 125; Relief Commission of the Council of Hyde Park and Kenwood Churches,
Report on Relief'in Illinois (Chicago, 1940); Hunger Fighter, August, 1935.
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The authorities were refusing to give him his special doctor-prescribed diet, and they refused the
$37 it would have cost for twelve injections that were necessary to save his life. Meanwhile, he
was spitting blood. What his ultimate fate was, and whether the authorities finally relented, is
unknown. —And this was in 1935, before things had really deteriorated in the late thirties!

The uninterrupted disaster of collective deprivation in Chicago’s “economic basement”
from 1929 (indeed earlier) until 1942 was not passively accepted by the deprived. Irving
Bernstein was right to call the 1930s “the turbulent years,” but he was wrong to limit that
designation to the New Deal period. The first three years of the decade were just as turbulent,
just as protest-charged, as the later years, in some respects more so. The Communist Party was
by far the most active organizer of unemployed protest, chiefly by means of its thousands of
Unemployed Councils all over the country, but other entities played a non-negligible role as
well. In Chicago, the Workers Committee on Unemployment, initially organized by members of
the Socialist Party, emerged in 1931 as an important rival of (and occasional collaborator with)
the Unemployed Councils, helping people resist evictions, publicize relief grievances, pressure
government for more generous relief policies, and agitate for passage of radically social-
democratic laws at the state and national levels. Together, at their peak in 1932-33 these
Communist and Socialist organizations had between 100 and 200 locals in Chicago and tens of
thousands of members, with tens of thousands more followers who participated regularly in
gigantic demonstrations and eviction “riots.” We’ll observe later the attacks of fear and panic
that seized the city’s wealthy when such disorder crested at the trough of the Depression—
reactions that were an effective indication of the very real militancy of the poor.

Nationally, while the Socialist Party was much less involved in unemployed organizing

than the Chicago Workers Committee was, other institutions proved effective at harnessing
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discontent. Around the time of the (remarkably spontaneous) Bonus March to Washington in the
summer of 1932, Father Cox’s Jobless-Liberty Party was a serious contender for the allegiance
of the cast-off multitudes. The Industrial Workers of the World established Unemployed Unions
in industrial centers like Chicago and New York, though the group’s lack of resources prevented
it from achieving the success of the Communists. More consequential were the organizations that
A. J. Muste was associated with, the Conference for Progressive Labor Action (CPLA) and the
later American Workers Party. The many Unemployed Leagues that the CPLA helped found
were concentrated in Ohio and Pennsylvania rather than Illinois, with smaller statewide
federations in West Virginia, North Carolina, and New Jersey. In addition to all these regional or
national organizations were the thousands of smaller bodies around the country, most of them
self-constituted by the jobless with no imprimatur of higher-level political parties, that had
anywhere from ten to thousands of members or followers and engaged in self-help, protest,
neighborhood-wide sharing of resources, organized cooperation, looting, theft, bootlegging
(especially of coal), and any other necessary activity not countenanced by the authorities. The
nationwide totality of this activity amounted to a society in semi-upheaval.*'

In the second half of the thirties some of these groups lost strength and others were born.
In particular, the Workers Alliance of America (WA) was formed in March 1935 to bring
together all the major unemployed organizations in the country and coordinate their activities. It
was judged more efficient to end the fragmentation, competition, and political sectarianism, and
in any case this was in the Communist Party’s Popular Front period, so even the Unemployed
Councils set aside their differences with the Socialists and Musteites and joined the federation in

1936. The various state Workers Alliances that already existed—the Illinois one had grown out

! Blue Shirt News, June 25, 1932; Industrial Worker, August 2, 1932 and July 4, 1933; Roy Rosenzweig, “Radicals
and the Jobless: The Musteites and the Unemployed Leagues, 1932-1936,” Labor History, vol. 16, no. 1 (Winter,
1975): 52—77; Bernstein, The Lean Years, 416—425.
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of the Chicago Workers Committee—and the Unemployed Leagues, Relief Workers Unions,
CWA unions, and nonpartisan local and state groups, all united in a grand alliance encompassing
400,000 workers or more. It had many successes, though, arguably, not momentous ones. Relief
everywhere remained subpar, WPA wages were generally low, and the federal and state
governments later on ignored the protests and pleas of the WA and repeatedly cut funding for
relief. Ultimately, after the Communists gained control of the WA in 1939, some organizations
split off in disgust to form the unaffiliated Workers Security Federation—and the Illinois
Workers Alliance became the Illinois Workers Security Federation. This change, however, did
not increase its effectiveness. In the end, both the WA and the WSF petered out ingloriously in
1941.%

Notwithstanding the many tragic defeats that the unemployed movement suffered—no
different in this respect, surely, from every other radically democratic movement in history, all of
them arrayed in the battlefield against forces possessing incomparably more resources and
ruthlessness”—the number and variety of people and institutions it united in struggle are
staggering. Not only far-leftists or the poor, but unions, churches, charities, settlement houses,
African-American institutions like the Urban League, liberal groups and politicians, and many in
the middle class. It was a time of authentic populism, focused not merely on union organizing of
industries or African-American rights in the South but the abolition of economic insecurity itself,
as manifested first and foremost in joblessness. This is indicated, for example, by the remarkable

nationwide outpouring of support for the radical Workers’ Unemployment and Social Insurance

*2 James Lorence, Organizing the Unemployed: Community and Union Activists in the Industrial Heartland
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996), 96, 97; Illinois Workers Security Federation, Proceedings of
the Sixth Annual State Convention, October 28-29, 1939; IWSF bulletins and correspondence, Frank McCulloch
Papers, Chicago History Museum, Research Center, box 5, folders 5-10; Frances Fox Piven and Richard A.
Cloward, Poor People’s Movements: Why They Succeed, How They Fail (New York: Pantheon Books, 1977),
chapter 2.

* See Patricia Cayo Sexton, The War on Labor and the Left: Understanding America’s Unique Conservatism.
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Bill introduced in Congress by Representative Ernest Lundeen in 1934 and ’35, largely written
by members of the Communist Party, and intended as an alternative to what became the Social
Security Act. It provided for unemployment insurance for workers and farmers (regardless of
age, sex, race, or political affiliation) that was to be equal to average local wages but no less than
$10 per week plus $3 for each dependent; people compelled to work part-time (because of
inability to find full-time jobs) were to receive the difference between their earnings and the
average local full-time wages; commissions directly elected by members of workers’ and
farmers’ organizations were to administer the system; social insurance would be given to the sick
and elderly, and maternity benefits would be paid eight weeks before and eight weeks after birth;
and the system would be financed by unappropriated funds in the Treasury and by taxes on
inheritances, gifts, and individual and corporation incomes above $5,000 a year. It easily rivaled
the most social democratic laws ever proposed in Europe. It was endorsed by “more than 2,400
locals [in fact about 3,500], and the regular conventions of five International and six State bodies
of the American Federation of Labor; practically every known unemployed organization;
thousands of railroad and other independent local and central bodies, fraternal lodges, veterans’,
farmers’, Negro, youth, women’s and church groups...[and] municipal and county governmental
bodies in seventy cities, towns and counties,” in addition to millions of individual citizens who
signed postcards and petitions in support of it. The terror it inspired in the wealthy ensured that it
never had much chance of becoming law, but the point is that it united millions of Americans
approximately along class lines and across barriers of race, ethnicity, sex, age, occupation, and
even political ideology. In itself, however, its popularity was but a spectacular manifestation of
the immense movement, the veritable crusade for social and unemployment insurance that swept

up millions in effective class struggle.**

* Clarence Hathaway, “The Minnesota Farmer-Labor Victory,” Communist, December, 1936; Gene Dennis, “The
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For the 1930s in the U.S. were not defined only by dismal economics, wretched poverty,
and the whole litany of human degradation sampled in this chapter. At least as importantly, the
decade was defined by the “fundamental shift in the values of the American people” that it
brought about. The historian Robert McElvaine has explored this shift (in chapter nine of The
Great Depression), but even in America’s mainstream understanding the Great Depression has
been, or was, associated for a long time with the resurgence of anti-capitalist values: sharing,
community, solidarity, the rejection of acquisitive individualism, the struggle for a moral
economy. It was the twentieth century’s great backlash against the driving capitalist forces of
greed, privatization, marketization, mass dispossession, property rights over human rights—the
backlash that grew out of this economy’s crash into literal and moral bankruptcy. For a time, the
advance of privatization was interrupted, even reversed. Thus, far from universally atomizing,
mass unemployment also united, drawing people out of isolation to help each other and create
shared public spaces. This is the legacy of the 1930s that we would do well to remember in our
own precarious economic times, our age of hyper-privatization and -atomization, which has so
many parallels with the political economy that precipitated the Great Depression.*

In the following, accordingly, I will focus not only on the dreariness and horrors of
Depression life in Chicago, or the failure of policy to ensure compassionate care for the destitute,
or the oligarchical structure of Chicago’s political economy that determined policy priorities.
More positively, I will examine the shift in popular values and practices that occurred, including
the eruption of a well-nigh anarchist—truly anti-authoritarian—populism among the

downtrodden and the institutions that came to represent them. The mass rejection of capitalist

Wisconsin Elections and the Farmer-Labor Party Movement,” ibid.; McElvaine, The Great Depression, chapter 9;
Hearings before a Subcommittee of the Committee on Labor, House of Representatives, 74th Congress, 1st session,
Feb. 1935, 1, 2; “Call to a National Congress for Unemployment and Social Insurance,” Unemployment Insurance
Review, vol. 1, 1935.

45 McElvaine, The Great Depression, Introduction.
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practices and values was more thoroughgoing and significant than most historians have realized;
to suppress it required real discipline on the part of mainstream institutions, notably business,
government, the press, and, crucially, the police. I’ll say less about the repression than the anti-
capitalism, but the great significance of the former should be clear at certain points, particularly
in chapter six. Doubtless the social discontent was most often channeled into relatively “non-
revolutionary,” non-Communist outlets, for most Americans had a healthy skepticism of the
Communist Party—their rejection of it, as stated earlier, was not merely a symptom of
“bourgeois indoctrination,” but grew out of an eminently rational analysis of social and political
possibilities in the U.S. Given their correct understanding of the realities of power, the majority
of the unemployed were in fact surely less deceived than the radical activists who sought to rouse
them into revolution. Still, the degree to which they rejected the prevailing political economy is
striking.

It is also an illustration of the shallowness of mainstream indoctrination, and hence the
shallowness of the Gramscian or idealistic perspective I discussed in the Introduction. Whatever
adherence—always partial and qualified—people may ordinarily exhibit to mainstream culture
and ideologies, it tends to break down rather quickly upon a change in material conditions. That
is, with a change in material interests comes a change in values and consciousness. With the
onset of unemployment, as we’ll see, families that had had a patriarchal structure were apt to
abandon prevalent gender norms and become more cooperative and egalitarian (though not
always without emotional conflict). People who may have thought American capitalism had
some moral legitimacy could easily switch their ideological allegiance over to a left-wing
critique of capitalism. Even among people who were in a position to help and were not

themselves as badly off as others, it was quite typical to reject what workers in the 1840s had
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already denounced as “the new Spirit of the Age...gain wealth, forgetting all but self,” and
instead to provide others with money, food, gifts, or lodging, or even to advocate on behalf of the
poor for major changes in political and social structures.*® Such things highlight the merely
“skin-deep” quality of bourgeois cultural norms (indoctrination)—even, to some extent, among
bourgeois status groups themselves, for many middle- and upper-class women in Chicago went
to great lengths to help the poor in these years.

In short, in the following pages I try to emphasize the humanity of humanity, except
insofar as structures of class and power reward inhumanity. Unfortunately, however, we must

begin with the inhumanity and the suffering, in the next chapter.

* Quote from Norman Ware, The Industrial Worker, 1840—1860: The Reaction of American Industrial Society to
the Advance of the Industrial Revolution (Cambridge: Riverside Press, 1924), 25.
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Chapter 11

Hardship

“Any city, however small, is in fact divided into two, one the city of the poor, the other of
the rich.” So said Plato in the fourth century B.C.; so say many social critics in the twenty-first
century A.D. And so was certainly the case in the 1930s, of no city more than of Chicago. At the
same time as the Daily News was reporting on high society and high fashion—embroidered
dinner frocks, gold mesh peplums, debutantes attending balls dressed in gowns of white chiffon
with silver sequins—the Daily Worker was reporting of Chicagoans dropping dead from “pure
hunger,” police officers killing black men protesting an eviction, and thousands of children
suffering from acute malnutrition and consequent disease. The jobless and the poor were not
likely to receive much consideration from a city legendary for its political corruption, its
gangsterism, its violence and police brutality, where the wealthy class of bankers and
businessmen was largely refusing to pay its taxes in the early 1930s—so much so that in one
year, for example, Silas Strawn, head of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and a multimillionaire,
paid a property tax of only $120, and many other big businessmen paid taxes as low as $20;—a
city where, for the sole purpose of preventing a rise in taxes to pay for relief and social services,
“a group of bank presidents, department-store heads, and chiefs of manufacturing companies”
could openly take control of the government for a brief period in 1932 and force cuts in
“extravagant” expenditures. In such a city, it is not surprising that the suffering among the
jobless should be “immeasurably worse than in any other section or city” in the country, to quote
a contemporary observer. Nor is it surprising that, in light of the blithe disregard of the wealthy,

“the real burden of this crisis [should be] borne not by any relief agency, but by the poor sharing
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with the poor,” as stated in a 1932 report by the Chicago Workers’ Committee on
Unemployment. “Small merchants, landlords, milkmen, school teachers, who have little or
nothing themselves, are straining their own resources to the breaking point to help their
neighbors, relatives, and friends.” Ironically, such anti-capitalist practices were what enabled the
capitalist city to survive the Depression.'

Before considering the means by which the second city, the city of the poor, tried to keep
body and soul together, it is necessary to describe exactly what that city had to endure. Of course
it was not a homogeneous entity; it was divided into races, sexes, ethnicities, and occupations.
Since this is a study of the unemployed and not exclusively the poor, we’ll also have to consider
the experiences of middle-class professionals who temporarily lost their jobs because of the
economic downturn. Their physical deprivation was not always as extreme as that of “blue-
collar” workers, but mentally their suffering—their frequent loss of status and self-respect, their
boredom and frustration with a workless existence—could be even worse.

Chicago’s economy did not fully recover until 1943, one-and-a-half years after the U.S.
had entered the Second World War. The cumulative experience of the city’s industrial workers is
emblematic, revealing in perhaps exaggerated form trends in the broader economy. From a
monthly average of 550,000 employed industrial workers in 1929, the average shrank to 332,000
in 1933 (which disguises great monthly differences in that year), then climbed, painstakingly and
with interruptions, up to 540,000 in 1937, after which it fell to 438,000 in 1938, during the
“Roosevelt recession.” This number is higher than the 1933 average, but, given that the size of

the total labor force had increased in the intervening years, it is still abysmal. Even the 1929

! Plato, The Republic, Book 1V; Chicago Daily News, January 6, 7, 8, 1932; Mauritz Hallgren, Seeds of Revolt: A
Study of American Life and the Temper of the American People during the Depression (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1933), 123-127; James Mickel Williams, Human Aspects of Unemployment and Relief, with Special Reference to
the Effects of the Depression on Children (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1933), 6.
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figure was much lower than it would have been in a healthier economy. Finally in 1939 a
cyclical upturn began that, despite some hiccups in 1940, was comparatively resilient, leading
into the economic dynamism of the war years and the steep decline of the relief rolls between
1941 and 1943. In the periods of expansion, culminating in the expansion of the early 1940s,
payrolls tended to grow more dramatically than employment, which indicates that much of the
work being done in stagnant years was on a part-time basis (and often at extra-low wages). All
this goes to show that from 1930 until about 1941, the situation of the average industrial worker,
whether in steel or printing or chemicals or clothing production, was quite precarious, frequently
characterized by long spells of unemployment interrupted by part-time or, mercifully, full-time
work, which at any moment could lapse back into unemployment.”

Even workers in the packing industry, which was somewhat less depressed than most,
were granted no dispensation from the hardships and uncertainties of insecure employment. The
meatpacking “underemployment” problem mentioned in the last chapter persisted, off and on,
through the whole decade. (Indeed, it had by no means been unknown even before the
Depression hit.) As one man recalled, sometimes employees would report for work only to find
the doors locked. “No notice, nothing, just tough luck fellows. That’s the way it was and it
happened more than once. Two weeks, three weeks, sometimes only three days, but you never
knew when and for how long.” With the exception of black workers, who were apt to be laid off
for longer periods of time or simply replaced altogether, work for the 25,000 men and women
employed in Chicago’s stockyards and packinghouses was typically more regular but not much
more secure than for other manufacturing employees. For example, in March 1933, when

Chicago’s manufacturing employment as a whole was at 59 percent of its monthly average

2 Chicago Tribune, October 22, 1939, December 15, 1940, January 18, 1942, March 27 and November 6, 1943,
January 2, 1944.
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between 1923 and 1925, it was at 76 percent in meatpacking. During much of 1934 it was
significantly higher, but then in 1935 it dropped again, thousands of employees being laid off
and thousands more working short hours. Nineteen-thirty-seven was a good year, seeing
increased employment and higher wages, but, as in other industries, a severe slump hit in 1938
and 1939. And in the midst of all these larger fluctuations was the week-by-week and month-by-
month uncertainty of work in a stagnant economy—and a seasonal industry.’

The plight of African-American workers, however, made that of whites seem enviable.
The increased willingness of whites during the Depression to take unskilled jobs in the wretched
meatpacking industry, because of inability to get better jobs elsewhere, led to a substantial loss
of black labor in the one industry where, proportionately, it had been significantly
overrepresented. The percentage of black packinghouse (and stockyards) workers in Chicago fell
from over 30 in 1930 to less than 20 in 1940. But this sharp decline was not confined to
meatpacking or even manufacturing: in every sector of the economy, the loss of black labor in
the 1930s was much more pronounced than the loss of white labor—five times more pronounced
in the case of professional and managerial work. Racist discrimination was so extreme that in
years of economic expansion, when the mainstream press was full of employers’ complaints
about a dearth of skilled labor, some of these same employers refused to hire skilled black
craftsmen. And some trade unions with a monopoly over a particular occupation still, into the
1940s, refused to admit African-Americans as members. Largely because of such endemic
racism, black women—who had a much higher labor force participation rate than white women
(38 percent compared to 24 percent, in 1940)—continued through the 1930s to have better

chances of finding a job than black men, since domestic work was more open to them. This

3 Slayton, Back of the Yards, 189; Halpern, Down on the Killing Floor, 100; Chicago Tribune, August 30, 1935,
January 19, 1936, January 21 and May 8, 1938; New York Herald Tribune, March 10, 1937; New York Times, April
2,1939.
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alone, however, could not keep families afloat. Approximately five out of ten black families in
Chicago remained dependent on some type of government aid in 1940; and of people receiving
direct relief the following year, 41 percent were black. “Between 1935 and 1940,” the authors of
the classic Black Metropolis sum up, “the Negro proletariat seemed doomed to become a
lumpen-proletariat.”

One way to gain insight into the characteristics of the unemployed, in terms of their
industry, occupation, and duration of unemployment, is to extrapolate from data on relief
recipients. In Chicago their number was never even close to the total employable jobless, but the
data on them are at least suggestive. In particular, a study that the federal government conducted
in May 1934 of workers on relief in 79 cities, including Chicago, is illuminating. If one corrects
for probable differences in composition between the unemployed on relief and those not on
relief, it was found, for example, that both in Chicago and nationally, occupations in the
manufacturing and mechanical industries, especially building and construction, were
overrepresented among the unemployed population; the clerical, professional, public service, and
trade occupations were underrepresented; and the incidence of unemployment was, predictably,
higher among unskilled than skilled workers. In Illinois in February 1935, 83 percent of workers
on relief were manual workers (unskilled, semi-skilled, or skilled}—which helps explain why 47
percent of African-Americans and 32 percent of Mexicans were on relief, compared to only 14

percent of whites. Professionals were least likely to be jobless: for instance, truck and tractor

* Walter A. Fogel, The Negro in the Meat Industry (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1970), 48-51; Drake
and Cayton, Black Metropolis, 217, 88, 89; Chicago Tribune, December 26, 1940, May 18, 1941; “Unemployment
among Nonwhites in the United States, March 1940,” Monthly Labor Review (May 1941): 1181-1184.
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drivers, general laborers, and chauffeurs were from three to six times as likely to be without a job
as, say, advertising agents, proprietors, salesmen, and nurses.’

A Chicago study based on census figures in 1931 gives more detailed information,
summarized in the following tables. (In the later months of the year, the numbers of unemployed

were higher than those listed.)’

Total unemployed in 1931, by industry

Gainful Unemployed Percent
workers workers unemployed
All industries 1,558,949 450,244 28.9
Agriculture,
vy, (s 3829 1765 46.0
Extraction of 1221 344 282
minerals
Manufacturing | 6,4 95 251,884 403
and mechanical
Transportation 180,489 42,253 23.4
Trade 360,526 64,757 18.0
Public service 31,383 5258 16.8
el 111,470 10,611 9.5
work
Domesticand | ;5 53,199 28.4
personal
Industry not | ;7 o3, 20,173 34.9
specified

> Gladys L. Palmer and Katherine D. Wood, Urban Workers on Relief (New York: Da Capo Press, 1971/1936),
passim; Louise Ano Nuevo Kerr, “The Chicano Experience in Chicago: 1920-1970” (Ph.D. diss., University of
Illinois at Chicago Circle, 1976), 78; Elizabeth A. Hughes, Illinois Persons on Reliefin 1935: A Report of a Project
Sponsored by the Illinois Emergency Relief Commission and Conducted under the Auspices of the Works Progress
Administration, Illinois (Chicago, 1937), xvi, xliii.

% Grace Lee Maymon, “An Analysis of the United States Census Figures on Unemployment in Chicago, 1930 and
1931” (M.A. thesis, University of Chicago, 1934), 34, 12.
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Men unemployed in 1931, by occupational group

Gainful Unemployed Percent
workers workers unemployed
All occupations 1,152,108 353,980 30.7
Proprietorsand | 3 g, 8752 7.1
managers
Professionals 35,171 5158 14.7
Clerks and kin 227,392 41,107 18.1
Skilled workers 260,818 105,305 404
Semi-skilled 197,894 72,414 36.6
workers
Unskilled workers 167,313 95,749 57.2
Domestic servants 63,019 16,950 26.9
Women unemployed in 1931, by occupational group
Gainful Unemployed Percent
workers workers unemployed
All occupations 406,750 96,264 23.7
Proprietors and 9702 431 50
managers
Professionals 34,700 2114 6.1
Clerks and kin 176,160 31,173 17.7
Skilled workers 7400 1502 20.2
Semi-skilled 87,801 31,057 35.4
workers
Unskilled workers 8463 2853 33.7
Domestic servants 69,002 26,034 37.7

The distribution of (former) occupations and industries among the unemployed stayed roughly

the same through the decade. This is suggested, for example, by the fact that in September 1937,
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manual workers constituted about 56 percent of the employables on Chicago’s relief rolls,
service workers 26 percent, and professionals, salespeople, and clerical workers 17 percent.’
Information on the duration of unemployment is equally interesting, since it is an
extremely important variable with regard to people’s well-being and prospects for
reemployment. Naturally, any data based on relief recipients are going to be skewed, since, as a
rule, only people who had been jobless for a long time made the wrenching decision to give up
their independence and apply for relief. Still, perhaps the majority of Chicago’s unemployed
were on relief in May 1934, the month of the federal study, so the information is of some
interest. The study measured two variables: how long it had been since people had last worked
for one month at their usual occupation, and how long it had been since they had worked for one
month at any job (excluding work-relief jobs). In both cases, the period of unemployment was
extraordinary: regarding the former, the national average was 30 months for men and 20 months
for women, while for the latter it was two years for men and a year-and-a-half for women. These
numbers, though, conceal as much as they reveal. For instance, metal manufacturing workers,
whether female or male, tended to be out of work longer than those in more seasonal industries
associated with the service sector, trade, or textiles; and so cities in which metal manufacturing
predominated had the longest average times of unemployment. Thus, the median duration of
joblessness (in relation to one’s usual occupation) in Chicago—as of May 1934—was an
incredible three years. Nationally, about 30 percent of the men and 35 percent of the women on
relief had been unemployed less than one year, while over 60 percent of the men but less than 50

percent of women had been unemployed from one to five years.®

7C. R. Thompson, “Analysis of Occupational Characteristics of Employable Persons Receiving Relief from Chicago
Relief Administration During the Month of September, 1937” (Illinois State Department of Labor, 1937), 9.
¥ Palmer and Wood, Urban Workers on Relief.
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Local studies tell a similar story. A 1935 survey found that 40 percent of the 74,000
experienced employable workers on relief in Chicago had last had a non-relief job in 1931, 38
months earlier. Outside Cook County, by contrast, only 22 percent had been unemployed so
long. A 1937 survey of the Chicago relief rolls determined that 46 percent of the cases had been
on relief for more than four years, most of them without any break. It is true that more than half
of these people were, or had become, “unemployable” (from old age, disability, mental illness, or
the need to stay at home to take care of children), but the data show, at any rate, that
unemployment was apt to last a very long time, especially for unskilled workers. By 1939,
thousands of men had been out of work for six or seven years.’

White-collar workers may have been better off than most in the industrial sector, but this
fact was of little consolation to the many who did suffer. Teachers, clerks, architects, engineers,
musicians, actors—thousands of all these “privileged” Chicagoans were laid off, sometimes for
years. Or they simply didn’t receive pay for months at a time. The saga of public school teachers
in the early thirties is especially tragic. I’ll return to it briefly later, but here I can outline the
story, which is merely a dramatic version of what happened to many of Chicago’s municipal
employees in the first five years of the Depression. Tax collection had been suspended between
1927 and 1929, as taxable property was being reassessed, but the city had continued to spend
money from the sale of tax anticipation warrants, thereby accumulating large deficits. They were
further accumulated by the reassessment’s lowering of property valuations in Chicago, which
meant there was less taxable income when collection was finally resumed. Worst of all, a tax
strike by large property holders from 1929 to 1932 utterly crippled the city’s finances, so

exacerbating deficits and starving Chicago’s treasury—which was simultaneously under attack

® Hughes, Illinois Persons on Relief in 1935, xli; Benjamin Glassberg and Alexander J. Gregory, “How Long Are
Clients on Relief?” (Chicago: American Public Welfare Association, 1938), 8-11, 29.
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from the economic crisis—that in April 1931 the city declared it could not pay its 14,000
teachers. Between May 1931 and May 1933 they were paid for only four months, while
continuing to work and indeed generously paying for hungry schoolchildren’s lunches. Teachers
placed much of the blame for their years-long ordeal on the banks, which up to April 1933 were
refusing to buy the tax anticipation warrants that were, for the moment, the only way for the city
to pay its employees. Even after the new mayor Ed Kelly prevailed on banks to lend the Board of
Education some money in April 1933, it was to give teachers but a fraction of what they were
owed. Only in August 1934 was Kelly finally able to give them all their back pay, when he
secured a loan of $25 million from the Reconstruction Finance Corporation.

And yet the teachers’ trials were far from over. In a move that seems eerily parallel with
the political economy of the present, the city forced years of austerity budgets on the school
system, pleading high deficits. It closed junior high schools and two-year colleges, reduced the
number of kindergarten classes by half, increased teaching loads 40 percent and enlarged class
sizes, shortened the school year by a month, cut teachers’ salaries 23.5 percent, curtailed physical
education and music instruction, and laid off 1,400 teachers. These cuts were but one piece of a
citywide program of retrenchment, which also involved the closing of nearly all evening schools,
the ending of summer schools, the abolition of community centers, and the reduction of
playgrounds. Such trends operated all over the country, though Chicago was a particularly

egregious case. To quote an observer in 1933:"!

' Roger Biles, Big City Boss, 22-24; Lyman B. Burbank, “Chicago’s Public Schools and the Depression Years of
1928-1937,” Journal of the llinois State Historical Society 64 (Winter 1971): 365-381; New York Herald Tribune,
August 26, 1934.

" Biles, Big City Boss, 25, 26; Burbank, “Chicago’s Public Schools,” 373-375; New York Times, July 19, 23, 1933;
Chicago Tribune, September 17, 1933; Milton S. Mayer, “How to Wreck Your Schools: The Destruction of
Education in Chicago,” Forum and Century, May 1937; William Carr, quoted in Eunice Langdon, “The Teacher
Faces the Depression,” Nation, August 16, 1933.
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One or more phases of school service have been eliminated or curtailed in more
than half of the city school systems of the nation. Conservative estimates indicate
that by the end of the school year kindergartens will be reduced or eliminated in at
least 170 cities, night schools in 120 cities, schools for handicapped children in
170 cities, art instruction in 100 cities, music instruction in 160 cities, school
nurses in 135 cities, home economics or manual training or both in 145 cities, and

physical education in 160 cities.

Another writer concluded that “public education is threatened with something little short
of an absolute breakdown in vast areas of the country.” Just between 1931 and 1933, school
budget reductions in small cities outside the South averaged 33 percent, even as nationwide
enrollment was increasing by almost 200,000 students. Whether the continually invoked
justification of “fiscal health” necessitated such austerities is debatable: more than one
knowledgeable commentator attributed the cuts to a hostility among the wealthy to public
education as such, noting that most of them sent their children to private schools, and that the
costs (in high taxes) of these expanding public schools “had become unendurable to those
[among the rich] who had no use for them. The crash of ’29,” he suggested, “provided the pretext
for the declaration of war.”'? Certainly tax delinquency was an enormous problem throughout the
Depression: many cities and towns all over the country collected but a quarter to a third of the
taxes levied. Nor, in most cases, did they do anything to raise taxes on those who could most

afford to pay. In any event, these severe cutbacks—which ironically helped stimulate popular

' One might draw a parallel with the present day: the crash of 2008 provided a pretext for the (ongoing)
international dismantling of public resources like education and the welfare state. See, e.g., John Wight, “UK
austerity: ‘Diverting money from poor to rich under guise of economic crisis,”” RT, June 26, 2013, and Barry
Sheppard, “‘Debt crisis’ pretext for attack on working people,” Direct Action no. 34, August 2011.
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protest, supported by Franklin Roosevelt, for an expansion of the federal government’s role in
society—had clear consequences with respect to the earnings and employment of many
thousands of workers around the country."

In fact, it bears emphasis—as will be argued in chapter five—that the misery of the poor
and the unemployed in the 1930s was made possible by one circumstance above all: the
unwillingness of government on the local, state, and federal levels to provide aid in sufficient
amounts. “The public clamor for tax reduction and economy in government in some sections of
the country,” a liberal writer remarked in 1932, “has risen to the point of hysteria. ‘Business can
no longer stand the burden of government.” So goes the popular refrain all too frequently, the
singers forgetting that the reason government expenditures have been forced upward in the past
two years is that industry has laid its burden upon the doorstep of government. Cities, towns,
villages, counties assumed the responsibility for feeding the hungry whom industry would no
longer feed.” The gospel of “economy” (austerity) and budget-balancing that was preached by
Chambers of Commerce, Businessmen’s Associations, the National Association of
Manufacturers, Real Estate Boards, “taxpayers’ associations” like the Civic Federation of
Chicago, and lobbying groups for bankers, and was echoed by their media mouthpieces like the
Chicago Tribune, became a near-religion for local and state governments, preventing them from
truly “assuming the responsibilities” that industry had laid at their doorstep. When even police
forces, schools, health departments, and libraries were being downsized, there was little chance
that relief for the poor would be expanded sufficiently to meet the crisis. The federal
government, too, was deeply susceptible to balanced-budget thinking, as generations of liberal

historians have lamented. Not only in the Hoover years but also the Roosevelt years, especially

" Langdon, “The Teacher Faces the Depression”; “Schools Badly Affected,” Weekly News Letter, Illinois State
Federation of Labor, December 30, 1933; Mayer, “How to Wreck Your Schools”; Howard P. Jones, “The Crisis in
Local Government,” Survey, October 15, 1932.
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in the last third of the Depression decade. The typical liberal explanation for this fact, however,
is superficial: it was not merely “intellectual error,” an outmoded adherence to old dogmas or a
rigidity of economic thinking that kept Roosevelt and many of his colleagues in the grips of the
conservative ideology; it was, rather, their being embedded in a particular institutional context,
which required that they largely heed the will of the economy’s corporate sector. When
Roosevelt and Congress approved pared-down budgets, or cut appropriations for the WPA and
other work-relief programs, it was under pressure from big business.'*

All the way up to the 1940s, Chicago’s budget was subject to the discipline of austerity.
Substantially raising taxes on the rich, or even collecting all the money that had been lost
through tax delinquency (a phenomenon that deprived the Cook County governments of almost
$400 million between 1928 and 1937), was off the agenda. Thus, in 1938 Mayor Kelly boasted
before a meeting of business leaders that that year’s corporate fund expenditures—i.e., funding
for such services as public safety, public health, sanitation, and transportation—were lower than
their level in 1927, despite the population increase of 350,000. And he promised an austere 1939
budget. As we’ll see in chapter five, the Chicago Relief Administration, which oversaw relief in
the second half of the decade, was continuously starved of funds—not because of Illinois’s
poverty, for it was one of the wealthiest states in the country, but because adequate
unemployment relief was simply not a priority for the city’s and state’s governing institutions."’

The last thing to note before we consider the hardship of Chicago’s economic outcasts is

the level of overall unemployment from 1930 to 1939. The following table gives (conservative)

' Jones, “The Crisis in Local Government”; New York Times, January 6, 1930, March 26, 1932, January 3, 1933,
November 29, 1935, January 15, 1939; New York Herald Tribune, September 27, 1936; Chicago Tribune, April 11,
1940; Washington Post, March 20, 1932,

1> Chicago Tribune, November 11, 1938, April 21, 1939.
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government estimates of monthly averages for Illinois, which we can assume are a few

percentage points below the levels in Chicago:'

Estimated Percent
unemployed unemployed
1930 468,728 16.5
1931 810,221 28.4
1932 1,214,746 42.4
1933 1,170,821 40.7
1934 945,896 32.7
1935 884,984 30.5
1936 732,599 252
1937 511,473 17.5
1938 891,828 30.4
1939 798,494 27.1

These percentages suggest what it must have been like to be a wage-earner then. No wonder it

seemed to people that precarious living was the new permanent condition, that there was no

prosperous future on the horizon.

Physical hardship

Hunger and disease

' Illinois Department of Labor, Division of Statistics and Research, Review of Employment and Payrolls for Illinois
Industries and Cities (Chicago, 1940), 24.

100



In January 1932, in the depths of the Depression, the Chicago Workers’ Committee on
Unemployment (WCU) organized a series of public hearings to draw attention to the suffering of
the jobless multitudes. Almost two hundred people testified from the Humboldt Park area, South
Chicago, the South Side and the West Side African-American districts, and several other heavily
affected areas. The testimonies, some of which were reported in Chicago newspapers and
subsequently summarized in a WCU report entitled “An Urban Famine,” are valuable for giving
human content to the statistics mentioned above.

The first and most obvious condition spotlighted was the lack of physical necessities.
“The situation,” the Workers’ Committee reported, “bears all the earmarks of a famine...
Malnutrition is prevalent and starvation is far from unusual.” Needless to say, this was the case
all over the country. In early 1935, for example, the United States Department of Labor reported
that 25 percent of American children were undernourished, in some areas 70 percent. According
to a survey of 59 cities, one out of seven families with children, or 14 percent, bought no fresh
milk at all. Another study of eight cities found that families with a fully employed member had
66 percent less illness than those of the unemployed. Children, tragically, suffered the worst. In
late 1933, a hundred charity and welfare organizations in Chicago participated in a fundraising
drive to address the rising tide of malnutrition among preschool children. One charity official
noted that “we find such evidences of malnutrition as poor posture and lack of muscle tone, and
eyes no longer bright”; rickets (“soft bones”), anemia, diphtheria, scurvy, and tuberculosis
became more common than they had been a few years earlier, as parents could no longer afford
nourishing food. Teachers, in fact, frequently volunteered to feed schoolchildren out of their own
pockets, as many as 11,000 children in Chicago every day. But this was merely a palliative. One

health expert estimated in late 1931 that perhaps 35 percent of Chicago schoolchildren were
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suffering from malnutrition. “Nothing is more heartrending,” he remarked, “than to see the
malnourished, hungry child, in spite of this physical defect and the pangs of hunger, making a
futile effort to concentrate on his lessons with dizzy head and gnawing appetite.” Children in
school were regularly sleepy, underperforming, subject to fainting spells, and reluctant to go out
to play at recess—perhaps in part because then they would have to bear the sight of the more
well-off kids eating delicious meals. Luckily teachers’ compassion could sometimes come to the

1
rescuc: 7

It is heart breaking [said one teacher] to watch the children at recess look
longingly at their favorite luxury, a “hot dog.” I saw several ragged children
watching the more fortunate ones eating them the other day. They seemed so
hungry and wistful. I reached down in my pocket for several nickels and fed the

lot of them. They had a real feast.'®

Such generosity was possible even when teachers had not been paid for a few months;
but after eight months or more of absent paychecks, famished schoolchildren had either to suffer
stoically or hope that private institutions would undertake a fundraising campaign on their
behalf. The Chicago Tribune, for example, sponsored a Hungry School Children’s Fund to solicit
donations from the public—tens of thousands of dollars. Unfortunately, none of this money was

available for Chicago’s unpaid teachers, who, aside from a brief period when they were paid in

7«An Urban Famine,” Frank McCulloch Papers, Chicago History Museum, Research Center, box 4, folder 1;
statement by Israel Amter, Hearings before a Subcommittee of the Committee on Labor, House of Representatives,
74th Congress, 1st session, Feb. 1935, 215, 216; McElvaine, The Great Depression, 80; Katherine Kelley, “Infant
Welfare Society Wars on Malnutrition,” Chicago Tribune, October 28, 1933; Chicago Tribune, June 19 and
December 26, 1931.

'8 «“Too Little Food Makes Joe Dull Boy in School,” Chicago Tribune, October 7, 1932.
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scrip, were left to waste away along with thousands of the unemployed. Such stories abounded as
of a single woman living for weeks only on graham crackers and milk, another on bread and
coffee, a third who had lost her home on Lake Michigan and now was in danger of starving and
losing her single-room apartment, and many others who had fallen into the clutches of high-
interest loan companies. By the summer of 1932 (or earlier), hundreds of teachers were walking
to school everyday or hitch-hiking because they could not afford transportation; hundreds were
rushing to second jobs immediately after class ended; and at least 600 were “in the hands of
charity organizations—and were it not for these charity organizations, they would be starving in
the streets,” as the editor of the Chicago Herald and Examiner put it. “Stories of starvation and
penury,” one school official stated, “—and there are no milder words that fit the situation—are
heard on every hand.” (And yet the worst thing of all was teachers’ inability to pay for
schoolchildren’s lunches any more. “To see children hungry under our very eyes is
unbearable.”)"’

There have been hundreds of accounts of the misery of the 1930s, but somehow one does
not fully appreciate the apocalyptic character of those years, particularly 1931 to 1933, until
immersing oneself in documents from the time. It was simply an obscenity when Herbert Hoover
declared, “No one is actually starving.” In reality, as early as October 1930, the head of
Chicago’s Bureau of Public Welfare admitted that 12,000 Chicagoans were starving—this in the
“world center of the surplus of foodstuffs,” as an outraged writer commented. (“Other
Chicagoans are also worried,” he noted. “There is a 200,000,000 bushel surplus of wheat and
they cannot find anything to do with it.”) By mid-1932 there were at least 20,000 men in

flophouses and breadlines every day, a number that continued to increase. Even the Gold Coast,

19 Chicago Tribune, October 4 and 20, November 2, 1931, and April 10, 1933; Biles, Big City Boss, 23; testimony
by Victor Watson, Hearing before a Subcommittee of the Committee on Manufactures on S. 4592, Senate, 72nd
Congress, 1st session (June 4, 1932), 40; Daily Worker, October 16, 1931.
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one of the richest areas of Chicago, saw hunger and poverty: a thousand men from this
neighborhood ate in the breadlines food that cost 4.5 cents a day. Contrary to what the
mainstream press stated—and what some historians have assumed—death by starvation was not
particularly rare in the United States, even in Chicago. The Daily Worker reported such deaths
periodically; for example, on April 10, 1931 several black unemployed workers died of
starvation in their chapel on the South Side, having spent hours waiting for food in the church’s
breadline. Conditions on the South Side were rapidly deteriorating in 1931, but that did not stop
some flophouses and breadlines there from closing in the spring, or the ones that remained from
giving out less food than before—for instance, only one loaf of bread to each person three times
a week. (Conveniently, there was an undertaker next door to this three-times-a-week chapel, to
“take care of the starved-to-death workers.”) Hospitals around the city became so overcrowded
with hunger patients that sick workers and their children were constantly turned away.*

As we know, conditions kept worsening up to 1933, even when that must have seemed
scarcely possible. Relief had to be cut repeatedly because of lack of money and lack of “political
will” to address the problem—a euphemism for the business elite’s desire to keep relief at low
levels.?! The costs of this policy in lost lives and social disruption, which continued to
accumulate, were such that between 1931 and 1933 even the mainstream press and high-level
politicians like the mayor insisted, again and again (at moments when relief was in danger of
collapsing), that hundreds of thousands were on the verge of starvation. One reads headlines—
sometimes exaggerated—Ilike “Chicago Crisis Worst Since the Fire of 1871,” “Half a Million in

Chicago May Face Early Starvation,” and “600,000 Near Starvation in Chicago.” But even these

20 Frank Palmer, “12,000 Starving in Chicago,” Federation News, October 18, 1930; Hearings before a
Subcommittee of the Committee on Manufactures on S. 4076, Senate, 72nd Congress, 1st session (June 20, 1932),
15, 16; Daily Worker, April 18, September 10, 1931.

*! See chapter 5; also Piven and Cloward, Regulating the Poor.
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alarmist headlines contained some truth. Daily, people were dying of hunger and resultant
disease in flophouses, hospitals, shacks, and claustrophobic apartments, in neighborhoods from
the steel-working South Chicago to the meatpacking Back of the Yards to the Loop-laboring
Near North Side. Some families had to resort to such barbarities as eating their cat, a practice
reminiscent, incidentally, of what was going on in the Ukraine at the same time, under conditions
of imposed famine.*” Others, particularly single men, simply wasted away until their stomach
“had shrunk to the size of a goose egg” and they died—as happened to Marion Whittenberg, a
65-year-old unemployed stockyards worker who died of hunger in December 1931, having been
denied food several times by the United Charities. “Whittenberg,” the Communist Hunger
Fighter reported, “ate garbage to keep alive. He was evicted several times. At the time of his
death there was no heat in his room, no electric light and no gas for cooking.” Garbage-eating, in
fact, was a continually practiced device for staying alive, and for feeding one’s family—though
the city looked upon it none too kindly. To discourage the poor, the city was wont to run big
tractors over staple foods dumped in landfills to mash them up, making them inedible to the
hundreds of starving people hoping for scraps.”

The plight of single men, friendless and homeless, frequently compelled to roam the
country in search of a job and stimulation, has been much discussed in the literature on the
Depression, but that of single unemployed women less so. They had it even worse. “According
to the reports of social workers,” we read in one account, “food is the first thing that goes when a
woman is up against it, and appearance and clothes are the last... They know that 60 percent of
their chances of getting a job depend on their appearance.” Whether in their teens or their

forties, they tended to “half-starve themselves,” in part out of a remarkable stubborn pride that

** See Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin (New York: Basic Books, 2010).
» New York Times, January 25, 1932; China Press, January 16, July 13, 1932; Bill Gebert, “The Reign of Hunger
and Terror in Chicago,” Daily Worker, January 26, 1932; Hunger Fighter, January 9, April 23, 1932.
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kept them from applying for charity until they absolutely had to. Disdaining breadlines and soup
kitchens as ‘“degrading,” many of these independent women, formerly middle-class, even
“postponed medical care when it was urgently needed.” They roved and scrounged, taking part-
time jobs, temporary jobs, eating free meals in restaurants that offered leftover food and taking
free rooms in hotels that could not fill themselves otherwise. Bread, coffee, an occasional fruit,
and whatever else they could find constituted their daily fare.**

Even the jobless who were lucky enough to have homes rarely had an adequate diet. For
those who had been unemployed more than a couple months, starchy foods were the mainstay. In
Back of the Yards, for example, many families subsisted on potatoes, stale bread dampened with
water and covered with sugar or mustard, and sauerkraut (at least among Poles). One family
bought a dozen cakes for a dollar and lived on that and coffee for a week. In general, consuming
bread and coffee, and potatoes, was a common method for Chicagoans to stave off starvation.
Those who qualified and were willing to go on relief often did better than others, for, when the
relief budgets were low, food was the last thing to be sacrificed. By 1932, with the help of state
funding, the Cook County Bureau of Public Welfare gave a monthly ration of staples, canned
goods, milk, beans, oatmeal, and so on, plus two grocery orders each month. (Families were able
to exercise some limited choice regarding the food they “bought” with the grocery orders.) It was
a monotonous diet—and the way the monthly ration was disbursed, through a “commissary”
system, was especially humiliating—but on the whole it kept families from being tortured with
hunger, most of the time. The ideal was that every day, each member of the family would have a
pint of milk, bread and cereals, oranges or canned tomatoes, potatoes, and another vegetable.

Two to four times a week there were supposed to be dried beans, a fruit, eggs, and meat, fish, or

** Betty Hansen, “The Effect of Unemployment on the Personality and Attitudes of Women,” 1934, Ernest Burgess
Papers, box 146, folder 5; Emily Hahn, “Women Without Work,” New Republic, May 31, 1933.
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cheese. This ideal was rarely met, in part because families did not always choose the most
nutritious foods, but, given limited funds, officials and caseworkers made impressive efforts to
approximate it as closely as possible. Still, the public need and the relief apparatus were so
gigantic that families were constantly complaining about inadequacies, such as food orders that
had not been received, or ration boxes from the commissary that had rancid bacon, coarse flour,
and loaves of bread that had been mashed because of poor packing.”

As the Depression progressed and the state and federal governments stepped in with more
funds, more of the unemployed were able to go on relief. In Chicago, only 11 percent of families
whose heads were unemployed were on relief in April 1930; this number increased to 29 percent
in January 1931, then fell to 18 percent in September—for 1931 was the year in which the
economy truly began to hemorrhage jobs—and then rose to 32 percent in January 1932. With
interruptions, it continued to increase thereafter. These families, then, tended to have at least a
minimal amount of food security, although the nutritional component was usually substandard.
The situation improved with the establishment of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration
(FERA), especially after October 1933, when the government started distributing surplus foods
to relief clients, in addition to the food they were already receiving. This program lasted the rest
of the decade.

That circumstance was fortunate, for there were moments in the second half of the thirties
when Chicago relief was virtually shut down, and the only thing families had to eat was the

surplus commodities distributed by the federal government. This was the case, for example, in

%3 Slayton, Back of the Yards, 190; testimony by Edith Abbott, Hearings before a Subcommittee of the Committee on
Manufactures on S. 5125, Senate, 72nd Congress, 2nd session (January, 1933), 264; Chicago Tribune, November 4,
1932; “Reports of Studies of Families Living on the Budget of the Unemployment Relief Service of the Cook
County Bureau of Public Welfare,” April 1932, Mary McDowell Papers, Chicago History Museum, box 3, folder
16; Laura Friedman, “A Study of One Hundred Unemployed Families in Chicago, January, 1927 to June, 1932”
(ML.A. thesis, University of Chicago, 1933), 173.

%6 “Estimate of Minimum Relief Requirements for Chicago for Fiscal Year October 1, 1931-September 30, 1932,”
United Charities Papers, Chicago History Museum, box 8, folder 2.
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late May and early June 1938, when funds ran out, forcing 91,000 people to subsist on beans,
rice, potatoes, and flour. Food allowances were temporarily cut 32 percent in the fall of 1937:
they averaged nine cents per meal per person, which was actually less than that provided for
dogs at local animal shelters. But, for many, the usual situation between 1937 and 1940 was little
better than during such crises. After the federal government had in late 1935 stopped financing
direct relief, average monthly relief grants in Chicago—though subject to wild fluctuations, and
varying with the size of the household—had decreased from $38.65 to $28.62, and were even
lower in 1939 and 1940. In every month in 1939, grants were between 85 and 65 percent of the
budget that the Chicago Relief Administration (CRA) had declared the minimum for subsistence.
Moreover, regulations on administrative costs prevented the CRA from employing an adequate
number of caseworkers: in 1938, a single social worker might have a load of 300 cases to
periodically check up on and provide with material and emotional assistance, whereas in New
York City a caseload ranged from 55 to 75. “Criminal neglect” of Chicago’s families on relief
was the inevitable result. Investigators reported that instances of “actual starvation” were not
rare; social workers had to “witness children starve,” and physicians diagnosed patients on relief
as suffering from “slow but persistent starvation.” Thousands of Chicagoans not on relief fared
even worse.”’

A Chicago alderman estimated in August 1939 that over 200,000 people in the city were
slowly starving because of inadequate relief. (About 490,000 people at the time were dependent
on either direct relief or the WPA.) A few months later, Lea Taylor, head of the Chicago

Commons settlement house, insisted that “people really are starving” on the West Side, and that

27 Dwayne Charles Cole, “The Relief Crisis in Illinois during the Depression, 1930-1940,” 376-378, 367;
Washington Post, May 17, 1938; Arthur P. Miles, “Relief in Illinois without Federal Aid,” Social Service Review,
vol. XIV (June 1940): 283-300; Relief Commission of the Council of Hyde Park and Kenwood Churches, Report on
Relief'in Illinois (Chicago, 1940), 9; “Public Hearing on the Relief and WPA Situation in Chicago” at the Humboldt
Park Methodist Church, February 21, 1938, in Frank McCulloch Papers, box 56, folder 1.

108



this was responsible for deaths from tuberculosis and pneumonia. The inadequacy of relief in
1939 was such that thousands of families desperately applied to private charities—which had
dramatically reduced their general relief caseload years earlier—to supplement their public relief
income or to tide them over until their delayed CRA check arrived. In many cases they used their
food money for rent, to avoid eviction. Large families from South Chicago to the Near West Side
sometimes received only $30 or $40 per month, which did not even cover their food budget,
much less rent and everything else. Black families on the South Side survived on neck bones and
dried beans. Even men who had been lucky enough to get off direct relief and take a WPA job
frequently found it difficult or impossible to pay for rent, clothing, light, gas, and food for their
family on the pitiful monthly wage of $55 for unskilled workers.*® (Some WPA workers received
a supplement to their wage; others did not.) Joel Hunter, the head of the United Charities, was so
appalled by the misery that engulfed Chicago in late 1939—indeed, throughout the year and into
the next—that he wrote a long, pleading letter to the governor that began, “I feel that this is the
most important letter I have written. ..””

One of the things that upset him most was the new Illinois law, which had gone into
effect in late 1939, that declared that only people who had resided in a given township or county
for three consecutive years could receive public relief. Hunter considered it an arbitrary and
discriminatory enactment that needlessly brought hunger and misery to thousands of Chicago

families and unattached individuals, many of whom had lived there their whole lives except for a

brief period when they tried to obtain employment in a different state, then had returned to

¥ To understand how inadequate that wage was, consider that the minimum standard income for a family of three—
and most working-class families were much larger—was generally considered to be $1,500 per year. That translates
to $29 per week, or $116 per month. So, $55 for an unskilled WPA job was not exactly munificent. Alice Theresa
Theodorson, “Living Conditions of Fifty Unemployed Families” (M.A. thesis, University of Chicago, 1935), 8, 9.

» Speech by Alderman Paul H. Douglas, August 8, 1939, in Frank McCulloch Papers, box 6, folder 1; Chicago
Defender, October 21, 1939; “Public Hearing on the Relief and WPA Situation in Chicago”; “Meeting of District
Supervisors,” July 24, 1939, and letter from Joel Hunter to Governor Henry Horner, October 31, 1939, United
Charities Papers, box 10, folder 2; Chicago Tribune, October 17, 1940.
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Chicago—only to be punished by being made ineligible for relief. In anguish they turned to
private charities, but the demand was so overwhelming that the majority could not be helped.
Nor were they eligible for the WPA or the new Food Stamp program, because they had to be on
direct relief first. How, therefore, many of these non-resident families survived is something of a
mystery, though doubtless it involved the generosity of friends, relatives, and neighbors. Hunter
and other welfare officials waged a battle up to 1941 to change the three-year residence law—
testifying before the legislature, filing a suit with the Illinois Supreme Court, writing letters to
government officials—but in the end they failed. Hunger stalked the land, with the permission of
city councils and the state legislature.’

Such tragic tendencies were not unique to Chicago. Contrary to old liberal myths of
steady progress for the poor under the New Deal, one third of the nation was still “ill-housed, ill-
clad, and ill-nourished” in 1940. Indeed, according to a study by the Citizens’ Committee of
Planned Parenthood, about a third still lived at or below a bare subsistence level ten years after
the 1929 crash. Another study, in late 1939, concluded that “few even of the middle third [of the
country, in income] are able to enjoy what is customarily called an American standard of living.”
Seventy-one percent of children in cities belonged to households that had incomes “inadequate
or barely adequate to supply the minimum necessities for growing children.” Even leaving out
families on relief and workers earning less than $500 a year, one study found that between 1934
and 1937, about half of white workers’ families in 43 industrial centers did not have adequate

diets.’!

% In United Charities Papers, box 10, folders 2 and 6: letter from Joel Hunter to Neil Jacoby (head of the IERC),
November 17, 1939; Non-Residents Hearings of the Congressional Committee on Interstate Migration, July 26,
1940; United Charities bulletin no. 226 to district superintendents, August 1940; letter from Joel Hunter to James
Douglas, May 20, 1941.

3 Chicago Defender, April 15, December 23, 1939; “America’s Low Income,” Labor Notes, October 1939;
“Workers’ Diets Inadequate,” Labor Notes, May 1939.
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As already stated, mass hunger was typically attended by mass malnutrition and (less so)
disease. Like most things associated with the Depression, this fact was most dramatically and
suddenly manifested in the early years. The head of the Jewish Charities of Chicago, one of the
best-funded agencies that took good care of its clients, said in December 1931 that visiting
nurses were discovering in almost every home “a problem of illness that is unmet.” All of the
charity’s dispensaries were overcrowded. The inadequacy of health facilities—and of relief
resources devoted to medical care—remained a major problem in metropolitan Chicago
throughout the 1930s, though it was especially acute in the years of crisis that bookended the
decade (1930-33 and 1938—40). For one thing, the city and county had not a single public clinic
for the ambulatory sick in need of general care, unlike New York City, Los Angeles, Boston,
Philadelphia, and Minneapolis, which had extensive municipal clinic facilities. Inadequate
private clinics, supported by donations, the Community Fund, and payments from private and
public welfare agencies, were left to care for the large majority of the ambulatory sick poor.
These people frequently had to travel long distances to stand in line for hours, just to be told,
perhaps, that the place was too crowded to accept them. For many, it was only when they became
seriously ill that they could be taken care of: a police patrol wagon might then be called to take
them to Cook County Hospital.>

As for the number of poor people needing care: it is partly indicated by the fact that visits
to the twelve clinics that ministered most to poor outpatients doubled within a few years after the
Depression began, reaching almost a million annual visits in 1935 and staying approximately at
that level for the rest of the decade. This, of course, does not include hospital visits, at-home

care, or the many thousands who needed help but did not receive it. It was especially difficult to

32 Testimony by Samuel Goldsmith, Hearings before a Subcommittee of the Committee on Manufactures on S. 174
and S. 262, Senate, 72nd Congress, 1st session (December, 1931), 36; “Chicago’s Sick and the Lack of Clinic
Facilities,” October 5, 1938, Raymond Hilliard Papers, Chicago History Museum, box 77, folder 4.
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accommodate patients who needed diagnostic work-up like X-rays, laboratory work, or
electrocardiograms, because clinics were booked too far ahead. Even for simpler cases, though,
hospitals were so overcrowded from 1938—40 that they regularly had waiting lists of 400, 500,
800 patients and more, which meant that sick people might have to wait months or over a year
for care. This was similar to the Depression’s early years, except that “the ridiculous anomaly of
the economic system”—tremendous unused supplies despite tremendous need to use them—was
more obvious in the first half of the decade. Even in 1934, government hospitals were still
overflowing at the same time that non-government hospitals were half-empty, because of
patients’ inability to pay for service. So there remained unemployed nurses and impoverished
physicians while masses of the poor were in dire need of attention.*

Especially before the state and federal governments had taken over responsibility for
relief, spending on medical care by some (not all) welfare agencies was pathetically insufficient.
Of necessity, most of the money they gave had to go for food. The United Charities, for example,
which in 1928 provided medical care and clothing, had by 1931 practically eliminated those
items from relief. Such financial exigencies, which persisted in a milder form even after the
federal government had begun to fund relief, led to the “desperate” plight of patients needing
dental care and dentures: simply stated, they were as likely to be ignored as to receive care.
Teeth removed, dentures were denied. Clients in pain regularly had to wait months for the relief
agency to give them a referral to a dentist; others who had “badly decayed” teeth might have to
wait over two years. In 1936 it was estimated that 90 percent of Chicagoans were afflicted with

dental disease, and only 25 percent received adequate care. These problems corresponded to

33 “Chicago’s Sick and the Lack of Clinic Facilities”; Mary Diran, “Medical Care Given to a Group of Clients of the
Unemployment Relief Service” (M.A. thesis, University of Chicago, 1935), 6; Babette S. Jennings, “Health Services
in Chicago,” in Social Service Year Book, 1934, eds. Linn Brandenburg et al. (Chicago: Council of Social Agencies,
1934), 54.
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