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Civil Rights Hand-Out 7: The 1920s and 1930s
Background
The period in the immediate aftermath of the First World War was one of growing violence against black Americans, whether in the Southern states or in the Northern cities.  During the 1920s the US economy was experiencing a major boom due to a combination of new technology and production facilities, and the industrial demands caused by the First World War. 

Did Black Americans share in the prosperity of the 1920? 
1.The revival of the Ku Klux Klan

In the early 1920s the Klan experienced a major resurgence in its numbers. It defined itself as not merely anti-black, but also was opposed to immigrants, Jews and Catholics. 

Its activities spread out of the traditional heartlands of the deep south, and into the western and north western states such Oklahoma and Oregon. 
2. The economic experiences of Black Americans in the 1920s
Whether they were in the south or the north, Black Americans continued to endure low wages, violence, and discrimination in the provision of healthcare, education, transport and housing. 

The experience of living in ghettos in New York City and Chicago brought problems such as malnutrition, tuberculosis, pneumonia and a range of infectious diseases. 

3. The cultural experiences of Black Americans in the 1920s 
Although Black Americans had gained very little in economic terms from the First World War, black culture was becoming increasingly fashionable. 
· Jazz became tremendously popular during the 1920s, and this was further spread by the growth of radio. 
· This was the period of the “Harlem Renaissance”, although for the majority of black Americans daily life was a struggle against poverty. 
4. The Early phase of the Great Depression
The collapse of the US Stock Exchange, and the knock-on effects of the withdrawal of credit and the collapse of businesses, hit all Americans. As black Americans were already at the bottom of the pile, they were particularly vulnerable to unemployment. 
· In some of the larger cities black unemployment reached 60%. 

5. The New Deal and Black Americans 
(i) Black voters and the Democratic Party 
Traditionally the Democratic Party had been associated with Southern White supremacy, but in 1936 Black Americans voted heavily for Roosevelt to re-elect him as President. 
Why had the black Americans deserted the Republicans? 

In 1932 the vast majority of Black Americans had voted for the defeated Republican President Herbert Hoover.  But in 1936 they switched in large numbers to re-elect Pres. Roosevelt. 

FDR did not even have a positive record on Civil Rights, having opposed anti-lynching legislation, and also legislation to ban the poll-tax. 

What was the appeal of the New Deal for Black Americans?  

It seems that many Black Americans had very low expectations of Roosevelt on the Civil Rights issue from the outset. 

Rather, they thought that Roosevelt could deliver economic improvements which, in the eyes of many Black Americans, become more important than civil rights in the short term. The Alphabet Agencies (such as the Agricultural Adjustment Agency and the Tennessee Valley Authority) made many black people feel that Roosevelt was making a real effort to combat the depression. 
· One black American, Robert Carter, observed “I shut out of my mind the fact of Roosevelt’s personal racism-his views- never looked at them, and I think few blacks did. Maybe at the time we weren’t as aware and weren’t as demanding of white conduct.”
Although the Black Americans were discriminated against in the quality of the service that they received through New Deal agencies, many felt that Roosevelt cared more than other white politicians. The very fact that Blacks received some help was highly important. 
· Rayford Logan wrote “Negroes had been so depressed, so frustrated, almost having given up hope, that nearly anything would have created substantial support …  The outlook was so bleak that little things counted a great deal … Apart from questions of policy, treating Negroes as human beings was a very significant factor..” 
Some historians have argued that the New Deal caused Black Americans to cease voting by race, and to see themselves simply as poor Americans. 
This was most noticeable in the poorer Black neighbourhoods, where whole communities switched from Republican to Democrat.  Many held Roosevelt personally responsible for their survival. 
Many Black American homes had prints or photographs of Roosevelt, and he was seen as a hero by ordinary people.  He also received thousands of handwritten letters from Black Americans, both as thanks and also as petitions for his help. 
(ii) The limitations of Roosevelt’s achievements on Black rights. 
Where Roosevelt had little impact was in reversing the loss of voting rights experienced by black Americans in the South. 

· Roosevelt did nothing to prevent the anti-lynching laws from failing to pass Congress in 1935 and again in 1938. 

· In Atlanta there were only 2,100 registered black voters in 1939. 
Some of the more informed Black activists regarded Roosevelt as having no real care for their cause. 

· Roy Wilkins of the NAACP said “Mr Roosevelt was no friend of the Negro. He wasn’t an enemy, but he wasn’t a friend.”
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