THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

vas some truth to the standard picture of the twenties
ot prosperity and fun—the Jazz Age, the Roaring Twen-
ployment was down, from 4,270,000 in 1921 to a litde
nillion in 1927. The general level of wages for workers
“farmers made a lot of money. The 40 percent of all
0 made over $2,000 a year could buy new gadgets:
aios, refrigerators. Millions of people were not doing
1d:they could shut out of the picture the others—the
ers, black and white, the immigrant families in the big
rwithout work or not making enough to. get the basic

“wages in manufacturing went up per capita 1.4 per-
the holders of common stocks gained 16.4 percent a
ion families (42.percent of the total) made less than
vear. (Oiesten ‘percent.of the families at the top

& “a“report 'of the Brookings Tnstitition. Every
e 1920s, about 25,000 workers were killed on the job
000 permanently disabled. Two million people in New
tylived in tenements condemned as firetraps.
fie country was full of little industrial towns like Muncie,
“where, according to Robert and Helen Lynd (Middle-
e class system was revealed by the time people got up in
orning: for two-thirds of the city’s families, “the father gets
i the dark in winter, eats hastily in the kitchen in the gray
nd is at work from an hour to two and a quarter hours
is children have to be at school.”
iere were enough well-off people to push the others into
ckground. Arid with the rich controlling the means of dis-

5ing information, who would tell? Historian Merle Curti
ed about the twenties:

enjoyed a marked increase in real income. But the protests which
such facts normally have evoked could not make themselves widely

“thefamtilies-atthe bot-

tiwas, in fact, only the upper ten percent of the population thatéﬁ

E

a

SELF-HELP IN HARD TIMES 107

1 & or effectively felt. This was in part the result of the grand strategy of j
' the major political parties. In part it was the result of the fact that

almost all the chief avenues to mass opinion were now controlled by
large-scale publishing industries. .

Some writers tried to break .‘r]‘nrﬁﬂéhrThcbdo}e Dreiser, Sin-

clair Lewis, Lewis Mumford. E. Scott Fitzgerald, in an article, -'-'"i'“-‘.l:
“Echoes of the Jazz Age,” said: “It was borrowed time anyway— @ =~

the whole upper tenth of a nation living with the insouciance of a

grand duc and the casualness of chorus g'irls.”{;-lc saw ominous

signs amid that prosperity: drunkenness, unhappiness, violence:

A classmate killed his wife and himself on Long Island, another tum-
bled “accidentally” from a skyscraper in Philadelphia, another pur-

easy in Chicago; another was beaten to death in a speak-easy in New

3 U‘:{b*" posely from a skyscraper in New York. One was killed in a speak-
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ork and crawled home to the Princeton Club to die; still another
vhad his skull crushed by a maniac’s axe in an insane asylum where he
wgsrconﬁ.l}ed. !
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Sinclair Lewis captured the false sense of prosperity, the shallow
pleasure of the new gadgets for the middle classes, in his novel
Babbitt:-

It was the best of nationally advertsed and quantitatvely produced
alarm-clocks, with all modern attachments, including cathedral
chime, intermittent alarm, and a phosphorescent dial. Babbitt was
proud of being awakened by such a rich device. Socially it was almost
as creditable as buying expensive cord tires.

He sulkily admitted now that there was no more escape, but he
lay and detested the grind of the real-estate business, and disliked his
family, and disliked himself for disliking them./ /) %" .

Women had finally, after long agitation, won the right to vote
in 1920 with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, but vot-
ing was still a middle-class and upper-class activity. Eleanor
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Flexner, recounting the history of the movement, says the effect -

of female suffrage was that “women have shown the S ten-
emz}tta dmde along orr_hodox party lines as male voters.’

oy out-for the poor of the twenties.
L g a) Congressman from a district of
.j—\n.& ywho ran, oddly, on both Social-
1-'(? md Repubhcan tzc ets) In the rmd twentles he was made

gate the high price of meat, the Secretary sent him a pam-
‘on how to use meat economically. La Guardia wrote back:

pgﬁl(_s.sked for help and you send me 2 bulletin. The people of New York
fti_ y eannot feed their children on Department bulletins. .
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peeple of this city from obtaining proper nourishment.

g the presidencies of Harding and Coolidge in the
the Secretary of the Treasury was Andrew Mellon, one

e

& ‘ richest men in America. In 1923, Congress was presented
N‘ "e “Mellon Plan,” calling for what Iooked like a general

3 __=‘have their tax rates lowered from 50 percent to 25 percent,
the lowest-income group would have theirs lowered from 4
cent to 3 percent. A few Congressmen from working-class dis-

. Your
ulletins . . . are of no use to the tenement dwellers of this great city: . -
[he housewives of New York have been trained by hard experience >

i degp

emthe economical use of meat. What we want is the help of your ~~" 8
lep amnent on the meat profiteers who are keeping the hard- wotk- -,
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Mellon tax bill which is going to save Mr. Mellon himself $800,000
on his income tax and his brother $600,000 on his, I cannot give it
Iy support.

The Mellon Plan passed. In 1928, La Guardia toured the poorer
districts of New York and said: “I confess I was not prepared for
what I actually saw. It seemed almost incredible that such cctndir
tions of poverty could really exist. R htwpadte, Inis 15Dt Y

Buried in the general news of prosperity in the twenties were,
from time to time, stories of bitter labor struggles. In 1922, coal
miners and railroad men went on strike, and Senator Burton
Wheeler of Montana, a Progressive elected with labor votes, vis-
ited the strike area and reported:

All day long I have listened to heartrending stories of women evicted
from their homes by the coal companies. I heard pitiful pleas of little
children crying for bread. I stood aghast as I heard most amazing
stories from men brutally beaten by private policemen. It has been a
shocking and nerve-racking experience.

some of the

recalled:

. . my oldest brother, Guido, ™
handles on the looms in the Royal
the next shouting, “Strike! Strikg
didn’t have any union organj

g oirls in the mills, “Come out!'®
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and talk to good crowds. And we led the support for @#€co and

nzetti. .. .

AfQk the war, with the Socialist party weakenegffa Communist
party wiorganized, and Communists were invgfed in the orga-
nization @ the Trade Union Education Leadle, which tried to
build a mi¥gnt spirit inside the AFL. Whep@# Communist named
JEL, challenged the
£ knifed and beaten. But
ized 2 stxike of furriers
who formed ma¥ picket lines, batgfd the police to hold their
lines, were arrestof@iand beaten, by kept striking, until they won
a forty-hour week aWjlh a wage ing#fase.

Communists agaiN@played gfleading part in the great textile
strike that spread throfigh Carolinas and Tennessee in the
spring of 1929. The ers had moved to the South to
escape unions, to find moisubservient workers among the poor
whites. But these workegfre@lled against the long hours, the low
pay. They particularlyf€sent@ithe “stretch-out”—an intensifica-
tion of work. For igtance, a
four looms and gog$18.91 a weeKould be raised to $23, but he
would be “stretcy
a punishing pag

The first #f the texdle strikes was ¥
hundred wgifien in one mill walked out 1
of $9 to S0 a week. Then at Gastonia, Nor®
joined agfflew union, the National Textile Wor¥
Co ists, which admitted both blacks and whi¥@s to member-
shipffVhen some of them were fired, half of the T thousand
wallkers went out on strike. An atmosphere of anti-C3munism

il racism built up and violence began. Textile strikes Wegan to

AFL union lefflership at a meeting, he

Tennessee, where five
otest against wages

arolina, workers
Union, led by

! fnread across South Carolina.

but not at Gastonia.
tent colon:

d out” to a hundi@d looms and had to work at .
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od the mills kept operating. Desperation grew; there were Zio-
shes with the police. One ‘dark night, the chig
was kill®8jgea gun battle and sixteen Strikass

were indicted gurder, including

Beal, a Communist
vere t;LEcT_ ‘aﬁar_gi\'réﬁ sentences
Pemgyc cased on bail, and left
punists escaped to Sovie '
the beatings, the murders, however, it was U
P01 textile mill unionism in the South. :
The stock market-crash’of 1929} which marked the beginning
of the Great Depression of the United States, came ditectly-from
wild' whichicollapsed and'brought the whole-economy
down it %, But, as John Galbraith says in his study of that
event (The Great Crash), behind that speculation was the fact that
“the economy was fundamentally unsound.” He points to very
unhealthy corporate and banking structures, an unsound foreign
trade, much economic. misinformation, and the “bad distribution
of income” (the highest. S percent of «the population; received
about oniesthird of allpersonakincome).

A socialist critic would go further and say that the capitalist
system was by its nature unsound: a system driven by the one
overriding motive of corporate profit and therefore unstable,
unpredictable, and blind to human needs..The result of all that:
permanent depression for many of its people, and periodic crises
for almost everybody. Capitalism, despite its attempts at self-
reform, its organization for better control, was still in 1929 a sick
and underpendable system. A

After the crash, the economy was stunned, barely moving.
Oyeér-fivethousand banks closed and huge numbers of businesses,
unable to get money, closed too. Those that continued laid off
employees and cut the wages of those who remained, again and
again. Industrial production fell bys;50.percent, and by 1933 per-
haps 15 million (no one knew exactly)—one-fourth or one-third
of the labor force—were out of work. The Ford Motor Company,
which in the spring of 1929 had employed 128,000 workers, was
down to 37,000 by August of 1931. By the end of 1930, almost
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half the 280,000 textile mill workérs in New England were out of

work. EFormer President Calvin Coglidge commented with his
——

customary wisdom: “When more and more _people are thrown

out of work, unemployment results.” He spoke in early
1931, “This country is not in good condmon -z Qad’ CATS QW' W g

Clearly, those responsible for organizing ing the economy did no
know what had happened, were baffied by it, refused to recogmze
it, and found reasons other than. the. failure of the system.JHes-
bert Hoover had said; notlong before the crash: “We:in:America
today ,.-é. nearer' o the final &
efore i ofiany:land.” Henry Ford, in March 1931,

e
said the crisis was here because “the average mag Won’t reaﬁy do
a day’s work unless he is caught and cannot get out 6f it: There is
plenty of work to do if people would do it.” A few weeks later he
laid off 75,000 workers.

There were millions of tons of food around, but it was not
profitable to transport it, to sell it. Warehouses were full of cloth-
ing, but people could not afford it. There were lots of houses, but
they stayed empty because people couldn’t pay the rent, had been
evicted, and now lived in shacks in quickly formed “Hoovervilles”
built on garbage dumps.

Brief glimpses of reality in the newspapers could have been
multiplied by the millions: A New York Times story in early 1932:

After vainly trying to get a stay of dispossession until January 15
from his apartment at 46 Hancock Street in Brooklyn, yesterday,
Peter J. Cornell, 48 years old, a former roofing contractor out of
work and penniless, fell dead in the arms of his wife:

A doctor gave the cause of his death as heart disease, and the
police said it had at least partly been caused by the bitter disappoint-
ment of a long day’ fruitless attempt to prevent himself and his fam-
ily being put out on the street. . . .

Cornell owed $5 in rent in arrears and $39 for January which his
landlord required in advance. Failure to produce the money resulted
in a dispossess order being served on the family yesterday and to take
effect at the end of the week.
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After vainly seeking assistance elsewhere, he was told during the
day by the Home Relief Bureau that it would have no funds with
which to help him until January 15.

A dispatch from Wisconsin to The Nation, in late 1932:

Throughout the middle west the tension between the farmers and
authorities has been growing ... as a result of tax and foreclosute
sales. In many cases evictions have been prevented only by mass
action on the part of the farmers. However, until the Cichon home-
i stead near Elkhorn, Wisconsin, was besieged on December 6 by a
il & host of deputy sheriffs armed with machine-guns, rifles, shotguns,
'_!-5 " and tear-gas bombs, there had been no actual violence. Max Cichon’s
i property was auctioned off at a foreclosure sale last August, but he
refused to allow either the buyer or the authorities to approach his
home. He held off unwelcome visitors with a shotgun. The sheriff
+ called upon Cichon to submit peacefully. When he refused to do so,
the sheriff ordered deputies to lay down a barrage of machine-gun
and rifle fire . . . Cichon is now in jail in Elkhorn, and his wife and
two children, who were with him in the house, are being cared for in
the county hospital. Cichon is not a trouble-maker, He enjoys the
confidence of his neighbors, who only recently elected him justice of
the peace of the town of Sugar Creek. That a man of his standing
and disposition should go to such lengths in defying the authorities
is a clear warning that we may expect further trouble in the agricul-
tural districts unless the farmers are soon helped.

i A tenement dweller on 113th Street in Fast Harlem wrote to
& Congressman Fiorello La Guardia in Washington:
4 4 You know my condition is bad. I used to get pension from the gov-
. X ernmentand they stopped. It is now nearly seven months I am out of
i work. I hope you will try to do something for me. . .. I have four
: children who are in need of clothes and food. . . . My daughter who
is eight is very ill and not recovering. My rent is due two months and
I am afraid of being put out.
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