
the forgotten man a new history of the
great depression

the forgotten man a new history of the great depression offers a
comprehensive reexamination of one of the most tumultuous periods in American
history. This insightful work dives deep into the economic, political, and
social factors that shaped the Great Depression, challenging traditional
narratives and revealing overlooked perspectives. By exploring the
experiences of everyday Americans alongside high-level policy decisions, the
book sheds new light on the causes and consequences of the 1930s economic
collapse. It also addresses the roles of government intervention, financial
institutions, and global dynamics in prolonging or alleviating the crisis.
This article will provide an overview of the book’s key themes and arguments,
its historical context, and its impact on contemporary understanding of the
Great Depression. Readers will gain a nuanced understanding of the economic
hardships and policy debates that defined this era, as well as the legacy it
left on American society. Below is an organized guide to the main topics
covered in this analysis.

Historical Context of the Great Depression

Key Themes in The Forgotten Man

Economic Policies and Government Intervention

Social Impact and the Human Dimension

Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

Historical Context of the Great Depression

The Great Depression was a severe worldwide economic downturn that began in
1929 and lasted throughout the 1930s. It was marked by massive unemployment,
bank failures, and widespread poverty in the United States and beyond.
Understanding the historical context is essential to grasp the significance
of the forgotten man a new history of the great depression, which revisits
and critiques the dominant interpretations of this period.

Economic Conditions Leading to the Depression

Before the crash, the U.S. economy experienced rapid industrial growth and
stock market speculation during the Roaring Twenties. However, underlying
weaknesses such as income inequality, overproduction, and an unstable banking
system set the stage for collapse. The stock market crash of October 1929
triggered a chain reaction of bank failures and declining consumer
confidence.



Political and Social Environment of the 1930s

The political landscape of the early 1930s was characterized by debates over
the role of government in economic recovery. Socially, millions of Americans
faced unemployment and homelessness, leading to widespread distress. This
environment shaped the policies and public attitudes explored in the
forgotten man a new history of the great depression.

Key Themes in The Forgotten Man

The forgotten man a new history of the great depression introduces several
critical themes that challenge conventional wisdom and deepen understanding
of the era’s complexities. These themes highlight the interplay between
economic forces, government actions, and the experiences of ordinary
citizens.

The Role of Government Policy

The book scrutinizes government policies such as the New Deal, questioning
their effectiveness and unintended consequences. It argues that some
interventions may have prolonged the Depression by disrupting market
mechanisms and creating uncertainty among businesses.

Reevaluating the Causes of the Depression

Contrary to traditional explanations that focus solely on the stock market
crash, the book emphasizes multiple factors including monetary policy errors,
international trade imbalances, and structural weaknesses in the economy.
This multifaceted approach offers a more comprehensive picture of the crisis.

The Forgotten Man: Ordinary Americans

The title highlights the plight of average citizens often overlooked in
historical accounts. The narrative brings attention to workers, farmers, and
small business owners who bore the brunt of economic hardship, thereby
humanizing the statistics and economic data.

Economic Policies and Government Intervention

Government responses to the Great Depression were unprecedented in scale and
scope. The forgotten man a new history of the great depression critically
analyses these policies, exploring their intentions, implementations, and
impacts.

The New Deal Programs

The New Deal, introduced by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, aimed to provide
relief, recovery, and reform through various programs targeting unemployment,
banking, and agriculture. While popular, these programs are subject to debate



regarding their actual efficacy and economic consequences.

Monetary Policy and the Federal Reserve

The Federal Reserve’s actions during the Depression, including decisions on
interest rates and money supply, played a significant role in the economic
trajectory. The book examines how policy missteps contributed to deflation
and reduced liquidity, exacerbating the downturn.

Impact on Business and Investment

Policies that increased regulation and uncertainty sometimes discouraged
private investment and entrepreneurship. This unintended outcome is a
critical aspect of the analysis, highlighting the delicate balance between
government intervention and market freedom.

Social Impact and the Human Dimension

The Great Depression was more than an economic event; it profoundly affected
the social fabric of America. The forgotten man a new history of the great
depression places significant emphasis on these human stories and societal
changes.

Unemployment and Poverty

Millions lost their jobs, leading to widespread poverty and hardship. The
book explores how these conditions affected families, communities, and social
institutions, revealing the depths of the crisis beyond economic metrics.

Migration and Demographic Shifts

Economic distress prompted large-scale migrations, such as the Dust Bowl
exodus, reshaping the demographic landscape. These movements had lasting
effects on urbanization and regional economies.

Cultural and Psychological Effects

Beyond material deprivation, the Depression influenced American culture,
values, and mental health. The narrative captures the resilience and
struggles of individuals coping with uncertainty and loss.

Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

The lessons from the Great Depression continue to inform economic policy and
public discourse today. The forgotten man a new history of the great
depression offers valuable insights into the relationship between government,
markets, and society that resonate in modern contexts.



Influence on Economic Theory

The book’s reexamination challenges some Keynesian assumptions while
reinforcing the importance of careful policy design. It encourages a balanced
view of intervention’s benefits and risks.

Policy Lessons for Modern Crises

Contemporary economic downturns, including the 2008 financial crisis and the
COVID-19 recession, can be better understood through the historical lens
provided by this analysis. It underscores the need for prudent monetary
policy and targeted relief efforts.

Remembering the Forgotten Man Today

The concept of the “forgotten man” remains relevant as policymakers consider
how to support vulnerable populations during economic turmoil. The book
advocates for attention to those often marginalized in economic debates.

Comprehensive review of Great Depression causes and effects

Critical analysis of New Deal and government interventions

Focus on the experiences of ordinary Americans

Insight into economic policy lessons for today

Exploration of social and cultural impacts

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of 'The Forgotten Man: A New
History of the Great Depression' by Amity Shlaes?

The book focuses on reinterpreting the causes and effects of the Great
Depression, highlighting the role of government policies and arguing that
some New Deal programs may have prolonged the economic downturn.

How does Amity Shlaes' perspective in 'The Forgotten
Man' differ from traditional views of the Great
Depression?

Shlaes challenges the traditional Keynesian view that government intervention
was wholly beneficial, instead suggesting that certain policies imposed by
the Roosevelt administration hindered economic recovery.



Who is referred to as 'the forgotten man' in the
book's title?

The 'forgotten man' refers to the average American citizen, particularly
entrepreneurs and workers, whose interests and struggles were overlooked
during the New Deal era.

What role do government policies play in Shlaes'
analysis of the Great Depression?

Shlaes argues that some government regulations and interventions, including
labor laws and agricultural policies, disrupted market forces and contributed
to prolonging the Depression.

Does 'The Forgotten Man' discuss any specific New
Deal programs?

Yes, the book critically examines several New Deal initiatives, such as the
National Recovery Administration (NRA) and the Agricultural Adjustment Act
(AAA), assessing their economic impacts.

What sources does Amity Shlaes use to support her
arguments in the book?

Shlaes relies on extensive archival research, government documents,
contemporary news accounts, and economic data to provide a detailed and
nuanced narrative.

How has 'The Forgotten Man' been received by
historians and economists?

The book has sparked debate, with some praising its revisionist approach and
detailed research, while others criticize it for downplaying the benefits of
New Deal policies and oversimplifying complex economic factors.

Additional Resources
1. The Forgotten Man: A New History of the Great Depression by Amity Shlaes
This book offers a revisionist perspective on the Great Depression,
challenging conventional narratives. Shlaes argues that government policies,
rather than solely economic factors, prolonged the downturn. The book
highlights the struggles of everyday Americans and critiques the New Deal’s
effectiveness.

2. FDR and the New Deal: 1932-1940 by William E. Leuchtenburg
Leuchtenburg provides a comprehensive overview of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s
administration and the New Deal programs. The book explores the political,
social, and economic impacts of the New Deal policies during the Great
Depression. It sheds light on how these reforms reshaped American government
and society.

3. America's Great Depression by Murray N. Rothbard
Rothbard offers an economic analysis of the Great Depression from a



libertarian perspective. He critiques government intervention and argues that
such policies worsened the economic crisis. The book emphasizes free-market
principles as a solution to economic downturns.

4. The Great Depression: America 1929-1941 by Robert S. McElvaine
McElvaine presents a detailed narrative of the Great Depression era, focusing
on its effects on American life. The book combines economic data with
personal stories to illustrate the human dimension of the crisis. It also
examines the political responses and cultural shifts during this period.

5. Essays on the Great Depression by Ben S. Bernanke
Written by former Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke, this collection of
essays explores the causes and consequences of the Great Depression. Bernanke
discusses monetary policy, banking crises, and economic theory related to the
era. His insights bridge historical events with modern economic
understanding.

6. Hard Times: An Oral History of the Great Depression by Studs Terkel
This book is a compilation of firsthand accounts from individuals who lived
through the Great Depression. Terkel captures the voices of workers, farmers,
and families affected by economic hardship. The oral histories provide a
vivid, personal perspective on the era’s challenges.

7. The Worst Hard Time: The Untold Story of Those Who Survived the Great
American Dust Bowl by Timothy Egan
Egan’s book focuses on the Dust Bowl, a devastating environmental disaster
that compounded the Great Depression’s hardships. Through personal stories,
the book reveals the resilience and suffering of farmers in the affected
regions. It also discusses the ecological and economic factors behind the
crisis.

8. When Money Dies: The Nightmare of the Weimar Collapse by Adam Fergusson
Although centered on Germany’s hyperinflation after World War I, this book
provides context relevant to understanding economic instability during the
Great Depression. Fergusson details the social and political fallout of
economic collapse, drawing parallels to the American experience. The book
serves as a cautionary tale about monetary policy and inflation.

9. The New Deal and the Triumph of Liberalism by Sidney M. Milkis and Jerome
M. Mileur
This collection of essays examines the legacy and impact of the New Deal on
American liberalism and governance. Contributors analyze how the New Deal
reshaped political ideologies and governmental roles. The book provides
scholarly insight into the long-term effects of Depression-era policies.
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