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March 17, 2008 Discussion- The Politics of History

Bennett, America The Last Best Hope Vol. II pp.56-110


During chapter one in Bennett’s American The Last Best Hope Vol. II, Bennett pulls together many interesting aspects of 1920’s history.  Bennett must have felt as though all the information he compiled in this essay acted as key features in history.  Historically Bennett could have asked “What were the events that lead to the great depression, and how did America deal with them?” while writing this chapter.  Each small section of chapter one outlines a seemingly insignificant part of history, but in reality, each section draws the reader closer to the 1920s and its abundance of significant historical happenings. 


Bennett mentions a variety of prominent figures that lived and thrived in the twenties.  Franklin Delano Roosevelt was the first individual to make a lengthy appearance in the book.  An entire section was devoted to Roosevelt and his handicap.  Bennett gave the reader a behind the scenes look into Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s life, and Bennett let everyone know that FDR was strong despite the weakness of polio.  Roosevelt was portrayed as a great person whether he was showing his strength in the political limelight or his strength in the pool trying to reverse the effects of his polio.  Happening opposite the fight for the title of president was the fight of an entire race to be treated as equal.  Marcus Mosiah Garvey, a very prominent African American at the time of the start of the great depression, organized the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA).  Garvey had a large group of black followers that agreed with his radical ideas of keeping segregation in the United States, and he even went as far as to create a steamship company that ships African Americans back to Africa.  His strong personality generally got his points across, but after a meeting with the Klu Klux Klan in an attempt to escape harassment Garvey lost many followers.  Bennett talks about Garvey with high esteem, and Garvey is portrayed in a very respectable light.  

Bennett goes on to mention in chapter two other presidents of the era.  Warren G. Harding was exposed to be a scandalous and more or less corrupt as a president.  “Harding might have fared better had he left the entire government in the hands of his abler cabinet members” (Bennett  68).  From the previous quotation the reader can tell that Bennett was not a big fan of Harding as a president.  Harding should not have been such a forgiving person because he was known to take the fall with his blameworthy cabinet members.  Calvin Coolidge followed in Harding’s shallow footprints.  Coolidge was known to be a rather unforthcoming man, and he earned himself the nickname “Silent Cal”.  Bennett seemed to regard Coolidge in a higher esteem than that of Harding.  Section five of chapter two was entitled “Keep Cool With Coolidge”, and Bennett mentioned in regards to Harding versus Coolidge that “Coolidge’s own honesty was beyond question” (74).  After Coolidge decided not to run for reelection despite his popularity, Herbert Hoover took over as president of the United States of America.  “Hoover was partial to letting experts decided the delicate question of public policy” (Bennett 90).  Bennett does not seem very enthused about Hoover’s presidency, but Bennett does acknowledge Hoover’s refreshing optimism about the state of affairs in America at this point in time.  In America The Last Best Hope Vol. II Hoover seemed rather useless as a president.  He focused heavily on business, and he believed he could entirely abolish poverty. Will Powers commented that Hoover seemed kind of “overhyped”.

Bennett’s profiles of important politicians are heavily backed up by convincing evidence from many primary source documents.  Most of the factual information is cited from recent history novels that were written.  Nigel Cochran mentions the hard factual information is twisted to portray what Bennett would like by adding in first-hand accounts such as poems to set the mood of the 1920’s citizens.  An example of a first-hand account of the era can be found on page 90.  The short satirical poem on the page gives an example of public reaction to prohibition.
Svobida, Farming The Dust Bowl pp. 43-117


In Svobida’s book Farming The Dust Bowl, the reader gets a personal account of life on a Kansas farm during the Dust Bowl.  From Svobida’s account it became apparent to Benjamin Hatch that “life was turbulent”.  The citizens of Kansas and the surrounding drought-ridden states had it rough.  The emotional ups and downs of the life of a farmer are tough things to imagine.  The farmers lived day to day just praying that when they woke up from a night’s sleep, their crops will still be standing and somewhat healthy. 


It obviously took an enormous amount of strength to keep motivated and positive during this time of deep depression that spread all over the country.  Some may call Lawrence Svobida a strong perseverant man because of all the effort he put into his farm.  After a long discussion the group decided Svobida was more passionate and stubborn than anything.  Svobida accounts “The experience of planting crop without return was becoming discouraging even to me, but I realized that to quit now would leave me a heavy loser in time, work, and money, so I became once more as optimistic as the others” (76).  Svobida is being stubborn.  He doesn’t seem like he’s staying because he felt like he needed to, but he is staying so he can’t admit that he was getting beat by the Dust Bowl.  Lawrence Svobida seemed to really like wheat and farming.  Lower class citizens farmed to survive, but Svobida went to Kansas to live on a farm that was given to him, and he farmed like it was a game. 


The assignment to read Farming The Dust Bowl was assigned to show the class a first-hand account and a primary source from the era.  The book was written chronologically and it pinpointed certain perspectives of citizens’ lives.  The first-hand accounts can give you a deep insight into the mind of an American, but these accounts can be distorted depending on the region of the country the writer is from or the citizen’s socioeconomic standing.  Secondary accounts tend to give a broader overview of information because secondary accounts can collect from different sources of first-hand accounts to compile the best information available.
“A Job At Ford’s” from The Great Depression video series


After watching the video “A Job At Ford’s” from The Great Depression video series many things seemed to have struck the group’s imagination.  All the boys in the group decided that the fact that Ford was an anti-Semite made the situation seem very real.  The fact the Ford and the biggest car production of that time could be linked with a topic as pivotal as anti-Semitism made the greatest entrepreneur seem like a normal guy.  The girls connected with the sad stories of the families who lost everything as America fell into depression.   These sob stories make an onlooker associate this time with much greater feeling than any text book could ever deliver.  


Henry Ford was able to become such a successful and powerful industrialist people him and his company appealed to the American people.  With Ford’s introduction of the five dollar day, Americans from all around were jumping at the chance to work in the Ford factory.  The large number or employees boosted production and sales of the Ford cars, and before America new it Henry Ford was a rich flourishing industrialist.  But despite the attractive five dollar days in the Ford factory, assembly line work wasn’t all that glamorous.  The assembly line jobs were always very repetitive.  Heather Richardson explains how the workers are like robots, and some workers had very dangerous jobs in the Ford factory.  As Ford’s company expended he wanted to make sure he had a study, reliable sources of materials needed for his cars.  Ford purchased coal mines and bought South American rainforests to ensure his control over the materials needed to construct the automobiles.   

To increase profits in the factory Ford eventually lowered wages down from his famous five dollar days.  He also eliminated talking and whistling while working to increase assembly line speed, but these movements did not sit well with the employees of Ford.  Not only did Ford control the employees’ behavior inside of work, Ford tried to implement inventive ways to keep his employees on task outside of work.  Ford organized dance classes for his employees as well as planned company picnics and other social bonding activities.  
As the group members put themselves in the positions of laid off automobile workers in 1931 Detroit, the real lesson of the discussion ensued.  Putting oneself in the position of a figure in history is the ultimate learning experience.  Talking to a former employer as a laid off worker would probably be awkward.  The group kind of kiddingly staged it as a breakup where the employer tried to explain to the employee “it’s not you it’s me”.  And this may seem silly, but it really was like a tragic end to a long term relationship.  While trying to survive in Detroit with little to no money to your name you had several options for surviving.  Many people packed what they had left and moved to places like California in search for a better life.  Other employees rioted and stole because there was sometimes no other option to get food on the table for a family.  The local government established breadlines and soup kitchens to temporarily feed the hungry while the city persisted to fall apart one lost job at a time.  The federal government gave money to businesses to stimulate jobs.  Hoover didn’t want welfare because of a growing fear of permanent economic classes, but despite federal aid to businesses the depression was not being fixed so some unemployed joined unions to speak up against the government.  Americans came to Detroit from all around in search of the “American Dream” in Ford’s factories, but many of them got more than they bargained for and the “American dream” became an “American nightmare” -Michael Carkin.   
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