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The Great Depression

Perhaps the Great Depression had brought one of the biggest impact to American society more than history book had taught us. By comparing A People’s History of the United States, written by Howard Zinn, and The Grapes of Wrath, a movie based on the epic novel from John Steinbeck, and was directed by John Ford. We can see from two different perspectives during the Great Depression period.

The Grapes, was a story about a family of sharecropper from Oklahoma who were forced to leave their land they were tenant from the bank agents. With no land to crop the family headed west to California to find jobs. Their journey to the west sets the theme for the story and events happen on the way were little stories from different people’s perspective to the society at that time. 

Chapter 15 of A People’s History was a chapter about America during the Great Depression. Through out the chapter Zinn focused heavily on strikes and riots during the 20’s and 30’s and results of the new deal had helped little to the general public. He also suggested President Roosevelt was not too well prepared “Where organized labor was weak Roosevelt was unprepared to withstand the pressures of industrial spokesmen to control the…NRA (National Recovery Act) codes” (Pg 392).

At the beginning out The Grapes Tom Joad the main character was heading home to see his folks after paroled from jail. But he found out that his family were forced off the property by the bank agents and with the help of Muley Graves, a neighbor who stayed behind, Tom was able to know his family had gone to his Uncle John’s place and headed to them with the preacher who he met on his way to his old home. Filmography during the first 10 min of the film would give you a feeling of dryness. There were no signs of water during the first 10 min of the film and there was always wind carried with dust to tell the audience about the “Dust bowl” in the 30’s. 

In A People’s History, Zinn had heavily focused on the workers conditions. Although he did mentioned about the farmers during the Depression, he did not focus on the subject. He used almost half of Ch 15 to express the hard ship of workers across the nation. He also cites communist activities during the depression and suggested the communist had gained a number of worker’s support on community relations such as to stop evictions: “The Communist party was active in organizing Workers Alliance groups in the cities… A member of the Worker Alliance had one person they would call. When that one person came, he’d have about fifty people with him… Take that stuff right on back there” (Pg 394)

When Grandpa dies in the movie The Grapes, the Joads didn’t have enough money to pay for a funeral and was forced to bury him alongside of a road. This was a very clear sign of how poor the farmers were during that time. Later on during the film Pa Joad gone into a drive-in diner to purchase a loaf of bread for his family but the waitress refused and persuade Pa Joad to buy a sandwich instead. But the short-time cook behind the counter suggested her to sell a day-old loaf to them. The waitress agrees and later sold two stick candies to the two little Joad kids and lied about the fact that she sold those candies way less than what it worth. During this scene the director and author had suggested even through the nation was going through a tough time the ordinaries (low class workers) were still trying to help out others as much as they could and this idea was spread through out the film.

At that same time period A People’s History, pointed out something new to the workers in the factory, sit down strikes. “A New kind of tactic began among rubber workers…. the workers stayed in the plant instead of walking out…they were directly blocking he use of strikebreakers; they did not have to act through union officials…” (Pg 399) Zinn used about one third of Ch 15 to record strike event. But this was relatively strange, looking at ordinary textbooks we would found how people were going to through hardship at that time, in the movie The Grapes we could see how farmers were going through a hard time. In that case how would the capitalist agreed with the terms from strikers when they can get cheap labor from these unemployed?

By comparing these two documents about the 30’s had different but somewhat similar perspective. For example, in The Grape the Joads were later invited into a self-governing Department of Agriculture camp, the Joad had found this to be a very great place. Zinn at the other hand had not mentioned such government assistance to the farmers but he did suggest it reducing unemployment. In The Grape the Joads had also ran into a lot of hostile characters who threat them, such as the Sheriff who mistaken shot a lady in a bumpy settlement camp, and the guards in the fruit picking ranch who killed Casy the preacher, but the movie ends with somewhat a cheerful attitude from the farmers with them protected in the government camp and go out to look for work. Zinn had ended his Ch 15 with a somewhat similar perspective, he suggested: “Many Americans began to change their thinking in those days of crisis and rebellion” (Pg 406) 

