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Course description – Targets 

The Great Depression profoundly changed the way Americans saw their country and their government: how 

can one believe in the American Dream when 25% of the population is unemployed? In spite – or because – 

of the deep economic crisis, cultural production was intense during the 1930s. The federal government funded 

documentary projects aimed at showing the people the country as it was (and gathering support for the 

President’s initiatives) and the entertainment industry boomed. 

 

The aim of this course is twofold: to familiarize students with the political and cultural transformations of 

1930s America and to see how the crisis affected the image the United States had of itself as a land of freedom 

and opportunity. The course can also spark debate on the contemporary situation of the United States. 

 

We will be working on political and literary texts (Franklin D. Roosevelt, John Steinbeck, Zora Neale Hurston, 

Grace Lumpkin, John Dos Passos…), photographs, films and songs (Dorothea Lange, Walker Evans, Margaret 

Bourke-White, Pare Lorentz, Victor Fleming, Woody Guthrie, George Gershwin, Billie Holiday…). The first 

half of the course will focus on the political and social history of the decade, while the second half will deal 

more directly with its artistic productions. Students will be encouraged to discuss these works as well as to 

imagine their own project on “culture and the crisis”.  
 

 

Online teaching method 

Students will have access to the texts and documents pertinent to the class on Moodle. The online teaching 
will be a blend of live classes delivered on Teams, individual assessment when possible and videos on specific 
aspects of the course.  
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Assessment 

 

Assessment will be based on: 

- A mid-term essay (30%) 
- An end-of term project (40%) 
- Quizzes, short presentations and participation throughout the semester (30%): this part of the evaluation will 

be detailed in the fall and adapted to the needs and possibilities of the students (digital tools, etc…). 

 

Course outline 

The course outline presents the main themes that we will be tackling during the semester; these will not all 
be treated through a Teams session. The aim of the course is to be as interactive as possible, providing the 
students with assessment and study objectives online and offline. 

1. Introduction: An Education by Shock; a Brief Overview of the Great Depression 

2. From Boom to Bust: The Economic and Social Crisis 

3. A Change in Political Culture: How Franklin Delano Roosevelt Transformed Government 

4. Showing the Crisis: The Cultural Policies of the Depression 

5. The Era of Documentary 

6. Entertainment and Escapism: Hollywood in the 1930s 

7. Fighting the Crisis: the Era of Radicalism? 

8. Hobos and Outcasts 

9. Farmers and migrants in Depression literature 

10. Violence and Racism 
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Online resources 

 

Music from the Depression : http://musicfromthedepression.com 

PBS – The American Experience, “Surviving the Dust Bowl”: 

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/films/dustbowl/ 

Resources on the New Deal from the Library of Congress: 

http://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/newdeal/ 

Essays on Roosevelt’s life and politics: https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt 

Website devoted to art, culture and politics in the 1930s (cinema, literature, advertising, 

music, radio…): http://xroads.virginia.edu/%7E1930s/front.html 
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