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Seymour, Helen. “The Organized Unemployed.” Ph.D.
diss., University of Chicago, 1937

JEFF SINGLETON

UNEMPLOYMENT, LEVELS OF

The Great Depression was an economic catastro-
phe without comparison in American history.
Within a few years, between 1929 and 1933, an
economy that had appeared functional and highly
dynamic collapsed, throwing millions out of work.
Although wage cuts, underemployment, and eco-
nomic instabi]it_v Were COmmon experiences, un-
employment was the paradigmatic crisis of the De-
pression, with effects that spread through the entire
economy. The fact that many of the people whao lost
their inhs and were nnahle to eet new ones were

layer ot poverty in the United States, and many
people worked in substandard jobs for substandard
wages throughout the boom. Studies done in the
early 1940s showed that among people on unem-
ployment relief in the late 1930s, about 14 percent
had actually lost their jobs at their usual occupation
prior to the crash of 1929, Of the men on relief in
nine cities, including Detroit, 20 percent had been
unemployed prior to the Depression. In addition,
much of the deepest poverty in the United States
was not a product of unemployment but of the de-
pression in farming areas, for example among
sharecroppers and tenant farmers in the Deep
South. Nonetheless, there is no question that the
conditions of people who were poor during the
boom only worsened during the 1930s, and unem-
ployment was a major part of the crisis.

Unemployment did not affect every demo-
graphic group equally. It fell most cruelly on young,
old, uneducated, unskilled, and rural workers, es-
necially_hlacks  WMevican-Americans _and _immi-

bl
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