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THEMES 
 

• Labor organizing & backlash against public expression 
• Russian Revolution, Communism, & the Red Scare 
• Seattle General Strike 
• Black migration to northern cities 

• Barriers and some successes for African Americans  
• The Great Depression 

• Stock Market Crash 1929 
• Agricultural crisis – the Dust Bowl 

• Roosevelt & the “New Deal” 



Backlash against workers speaking out for 

improved working conditions and better wages 

• 1909  -- Spokane outlawed street 
meetings & arrested Elizabeth Gurley 
Flynn, an IWW (aka Wobbly) organizer, 
for breaking this law.  

• Large numbers of people converged on 
the site in protest.  

• Over 500 people went to jail. 

• 4 people killed. 
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11/5/1916 - Everett Massacre 

• Workers traveled from Seattle to Everett to hold a 
free speech demonstration & support striking 
shingle mill workers. 

• At the dock were local police, hired guards, and 
citizen deputies.  

• Shots were fired--5 workers and 2 deputies killed.  
– 74 IWW members were arrested & one                    IWW 

was charged with murder.  

– All were later released and IWW leader                
acquitted.  
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Russian Revolution & Communism 

In 1917, the Russian Revolution placed the 
“Bolsheviks” in power, resulting in the creation 
of the world's first communist country.  
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What’s a Communist? 

Communism 

• A system of government in which 
the state controls the economy, 
and a single party holds power.  
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What’s a Communist? 

Communism 

• All benefits of production are 
equally shared by the people. 

– There are no individual owners of 
business. 

– Everything is owned collectively. 

– Everyone is paid equally. 

• There is no boss. 

– Work is done by committee. 
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What’s a Capitalism? 

• An economic system in which the means of 
production and distribution are privately or 
corporately owned (i.e. owned by a business) 

– Individuals own and manage businesses 

– By owning the factories and businesses, the 
owners take much of the profits, exert greater 
control over workers and how they are paid. 
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Red Scare 

Red Scare refers to: 

•  Fear of the possible rise of communism or the 
radical left in the US. 
– a fear of a communist takeover of the US 

• The more radical labor unions (IWW) are seen 
by many as wanting to overthrow capitalism. 

• Legitimate demonstrations for better 
conditions risk being labeled as communist and 
unpatriotic. 
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Many capitalists 
worry that the 
labor activists 
will turn against 
capitalism 
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Seattle General Strike 

• The Seattle General Strike grew out of a 
shipyard strike that began on January 21, 
1919.  
– Shipyard workers wanted an increase in wages. 

• After the shipyard strike began, Seattle's 
Central Labor Council of the American 
Federation of Labor (AFL) voted to launch a 
general strike by all workers to show solidarity 
with the shipyard unions.  
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Seattle General Strike 

• The Seattle General Strike began on February 6, 
1919 

• 65,000 laborers throughout the City did not show 
up for work that day to show support for the 
shipyard workers. 

• Most of Seattle shut down for 3 days 

• First and only time in the US that a General Strike 
was acted upon by workers 

• Many in Seattle were worried about a revolution. 



Seattle General Strike - Outcome 

• Initially, the strike demonstrated the power of 
union solidarity.   An entire city is shut down. 

• But, after 3 days, most workers return to their 
jobs without gaining anything from the strike. 
– Shipyard workers do not get a raise in their wages 

• The Seattle General Strike led to government 
crackdowns on labor organizations and to the 
distrust of labor unions by the public and the 
press. 
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Anna Louise Strong 

• First female member of the Seattle School Board 

• Newspaper reporter on labor issues, including 
the trial after the Everett Massacre & Seattle 
General Strike 

• After the General Strike, she left Seattle and was 
a foreign correspondent in Russia & later worked 
for the government of Communist China. 
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1920’s  a time of dramatic change 

• For the first time, more Americans lived in 
cities than on farms.  

• The nation’s total wealth more than doubled 
between 1920 and 1929. 

• The rise of a Middle Class & Mass Culture 
– The economic boon of the 1920’s & rising wages 

for many workers. 

– With the radio, people listened to the same music 
or radio shows, bought the same goods from chain 
stores 

 



Products that shaped the 1920’s 

Price for a 1924 Ford Model T  =  $260 
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1920’s 

Societal Change and Backlash 

• Great Migration of African Americans from the 
Southern countryside to Northern cities. 

 

• Many white Americans  grew fearful as a 
result, falling to racist tendencies.  

– Millions of people joined the                                                 
Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s.  



• KKK -- Anti-immigrant, anti-Catholic, anti-radical, white 
supremacist organization that promoted "100 percent 
Americanism."     
 

• Claimed over 4 million members nationwide. 

The Rise of White 

Supremacy Movements – 

The Ku Klux Klan 

Ku Klux Klan Gathering,  Seattle,  1923 
 - Photo courtesy of the Washington State Historical 
Society 



Ku Klux Klan in WA 

• The Washington State Klan organized a series 
of massive public rallies in 1923 and 1924 that 
brought in 20,000 to 70,000 people.  

• Klan members participated in violent 
intimidation campaigns against labor activists 
and Japanese farmers in Yakima Valley and 
elsewhere. 



1920’s Political Backlash 

• “Red Scare” & WWI encouraged widespread anti-
immigrant hysteria. 
 

• Sedition Act passed in 1918. 
– Unlawful to speak or protest  
against the government 
– The Palmer Raids  -- Police are                              

allowed to conduct raids on houses                                        
of individuals critical of US. 

 

• The National Origins Act of 1924, set immigration 
quotas for Eastern Europeans and Asians. 
– Western Europeans were not affected 



African Americans in the NW 

• In the early 1900’s, blacks in Washington mostly 
lived in cities.  
– Job opportunities were limited 
– Men worked aboard ships and trains or serving in the 

military 

• The black community was not very large, 
compared to those in other American cities, and 
it was not especially prosperous.  

• The African-American population in Seattle 
climbed from 400 in 1900 to 2,300 in 1910, 2,900 
in 1920, 3,300 in 1930, and 3,800 in 1940.  



African Americans in the NW 

• Economic opportunities were limited for them. 

– In 1910, 45% of black male employees were 
servants, janitors, and waiters, and 84% of black 
female employees were domestic or personal 
servants. 

– In 1940, the figures were 52% and 83%, 
respectively.  



African Americans in the NW 

• Residential discrimination worsened during 
these years.  
– In 1900, blacks lived in all fourteen of the city's 

wards. 

– By the 1940’s, discrimination by whites confined 
Blacks to two neighborhoods—the International 
District and the Central District.  

• Also, in many parts of the city they were not 
allowed in theaters, nightclubs, and 
restaurants. 



Home Purchase Restrictions in the NW  



African Americans in the NW 

Seattle did offer opportunities to blacks that were not 
found in most other parts of the country.  
 

• The black community was anchored by good schools, strong 
family networks, and influential churches – a cohesive 
community. 

• The Central District was a vibrant place to live. 
– Though not prosperous, there was economic stability in the 

neighborhood and opportunity for small businesses. 
– City and community services to the neighborhood were strong. 

 

• Rates of home ownership among Seattle's African Americans 
generally ranked among the highest in the nation. 



1929  Stock Market Crash & Great Depression 

By 1929, economy was showing signs of trouble. 

• Steel production was declining. 

• Construction grew sluggish. 

• Car sales were down. 

• Consumers were building up high debts 
because of easy credit 



1929  Stock Market Crash & Great Depression 

Falling wheat prices shook investor confidence as 
well.   

• Millions of farmers would be unable to repay their 
loans. 

• They could not borrow to plant next year’s crop. 

• Fallow (unplanted) fields make Dust Bowl worse. 

 



1929  Stock Market Crash & Great Depression 

• Many investors used borrowed money to buy 
stocks 

– With falling stock prices, they could not pay back 
their loans in full. 

• Unpaid loans lead to bank failures. 
 



1930’s – Drought devastates the Great Plains 



Dust Storms throughout the 1930’s 
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Improper plowing/tilling practices allow for more 
topsoil to be susceptible to erosion, making dust 

storms worse. 
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By 1940, 2.5 million people moved 
away from the Great Plains 



The Great Depression 

• Unemployment reached 25% 

• International trade fell 50% 

• Prices fell 30% -- very few people could afford 
to buy things even at low prices. 
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Roosevelt & New Deal & the NW 

• Creating government programs to put people 
to work 

– Civilian Conservation Corps 

– Works Progress Administration 
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• Funding large public works projects. 
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