Chapter 27

An Age of Catastrophes, 1929-1945

The U. S. stock market crash of 1929 opened a horrific era in world history.  During the Great Depression of the 1930s, suffering was global, intensifying social grievances throughout the world [Section One].  In Europe, many people turned to military-style strongmen for answers [Section Two] . . .

The international scene became doubly menacing because elected leaders in the democracies reacted cautiously [Section Three] to the simultaneous phenomena of the depression and fascist aggression.  In an age of mass media, civilian leaders appeared weak and fearful of conflict, while dictators in uniform looked bold and decisive [Section Four].  Only the German invasion of Poland in 1939 finally roused the democracies to strong action.

But their efforts could not divert catastrophe.  World War II erupted in Europe, and by 1941 the war had spread to the rest of the world [Section Five] . . . Tens of millions would perish in this war because both technology and ideology had become more deadly than it had been just two decades earlier.  Half the dead were civilians . . . [1022-1023]

The Great Depression [1023-1028]

The depression triggered by the U. S. stock market crash of 1929 was not the longest in history . . . However, as the slump threw tens of millions out of work and brought suffering to rural and urban folk alike, opinion changed.  The whole world felt the depression's impact as commerce and investment in industry fell off, social life and gender roles were upset, and the birthrate plummeted.  From peasants in Asia to industrial workers in Germany and the United States, the lives of large segments of the global population were ravaged. [1023]

'Big Picture' Questions [The Great Depression]

1) What factors brought about economic instabilities in the United States?

2) Why did the stock market crash of 1929 trigger a global depression?

3) What social impact did the depression have with regard to the roles of men & women?  What was the population "crisis" & what effect did it have?

4) How & why did the depression effect peoples around the world, not just in America or Europe?
'Big Picture' Questions [Mass Culture]
1) What is meant by the term "mass culture"?

2) In what ways did it reflect instabilities of the inter-war period (1919-39)?

3) In what ways did it effect populations of the period?

4) How did political leaders utilize this new development to manipulate populations?  
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Case Study One: Metropolis (1926)

Background: The evil scientist, Rotwang, has invented a robot, Hel, designed to be mass-produced and take the place of Metropolis's human workers, who are on the verge of revolt because of the inhuman working conditions. The problem with Hel is that Rotwang had to include an almost-human intelligence for her to be able to perform the work tasks.  Source
1) In what ways do the clips from this German silent film connect to or illustrate the themes discussed in your textbook?  Be specific.

2) How & why would a person watching this movie in the 1920s respond to it differently than you do today?  Explain.  Speculate if necessary, but consider the historical context of the inter-war period.
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Case Study Two: All Quiet on the Western Front (1930)

Background: All Quiet on the Western Front (1930) is the first major anti-war film of the sound era, faithfully based upon the timeless, best-selling 1929 novel by Erich Maria Remarque (who had experienced the war first-hand as a young German soldier). The film was advertised with the brooding face of one of the young German recruits sent into World War I. The landmark, epic film, made on a large-scale budget of $1.25 million for Universal Pictures (and studio production head Carl Laemmle, Jr.), used acres of California ranch land for the battle scenes, and employed over 2,000 extras. Source
1) In what ways do the clips from this American sound film connect to or illustrate the themes discussed in your textbook?  Be specific.

2) How & why would a person watching this movie in the 1930s respond to it differently than you do today?  Explain.  Speculate if necessary, but consider the historical context of the inter-war period.

