
what happened in 1938 in american history

what happened in 1938 in american history marks a significant year filled with political, social,
and cultural developments that shaped the United States during the late interwar period. This
pivotal year witnessed critical events in domestic policy, technological advancements, and
international relations as America continued to navigate the challenges of the Great Depression and
the looming threat of global conflict. Understanding what happened in 1938 in American history
provides insight into the nation’s economic recovery efforts, legislative changes, and cultural
milestones. From groundbreaking legislation designed to protect workers to notable moments in
entertainment and science, 1938 was a year of transformation and preparation. This article explores
the key events and trends that defined the United States in 1938, offering a comprehensive overview
of the era’s historical significance.
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Political and Economic Developments in 1938
The year 1938 was marked by significant political and economic shifts as the United States
continued to recover from the Great Depression. The federal government, under President Franklin
D. Roosevelt’s administration, introduced policies aimed at stabilizing the economy and preventing
future financial crises. Legislative actions during this period focused on strengthening regulatory
frameworks and protecting consumer rights. The political landscape was also influenced by
increasing concerns over international tensions, prompting discussions about national defense and
preparedness.

The Recession of 1937-1938 and Economic Impact
One of the major economic events in 1938 was the recession that followed the initial recovery from
the Great Depression. Often referred to as the “Roosevelt Recession,” this downturn caused
unemployment rates to rise again and dampened industrial production. The recession revealed
vulnerabilities in the economic recovery process and prompted the government to reassess its
approach to fiscal policy and public spending.



Legislative Actions and New Deal Policies
In response to the economic challenges, Congress passed several important laws in 1938 to bolster
worker protections and financial stability. The Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) was enacted,
establishing minimum wage, overtime pay, and child labor restrictions. This legislation was a
landmark achievement in American labor law, reflecting the government’s commitment to improving
working conditions and income security.

Fair Labor Standards Act: minimum wage and child labor laws

Strengthening of the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC)

Increased federal investment in public works programs

Labor Movements and Social Changes
The social fabric of the United States in 1938 experienced notable shifts, particularly in labor
relations and social welfare. Labor unions gained momentum, advocating for better wages, working
conditions, and collective bargaining rights. At the same time, social programs aimed at assisting
vulnerable populations continued to expand under New Deal initiatives, reflecting a growing federal
responsibility for social welfare.

Growth of Labor Unions and Strikes
Labor unions played a crucial role in the American workforce during 1938. The Congress of
Industrial Organizations (CIO), established a few years earlier, expanded its membership and
influence by organizing workers in key industries such as steel and automobiles. Strikes and labor
actions were common as workers demanded fair treatment and improved labor contracts. These
movements helped pave the way for future labor reforms and strengthened the collective bargaining
process.

Social Welfare Programs and Public Assistance
Social welfare programs continued to develop as the government sought to alleviate poverty and
provide security for the unemployed and elderly. Programs like Social Security gained increased
public acceptance, and new initiatives targeted housing, health, and education. These efforts
reflected a broader shift toward institutionalized social support systems in American society.

Technological and Scientific Advances
The year 1938 also saw important technological innovations and scientific breakthroughs that
contributed to America’s modernization. Advances in communication, transportation, and medical
research during this period had lasting effects on the nation’s infrastructure and quality of life.



These developments were often supported by both private industry and government-funded research
programs.

Innovation in Aviation and Transportation
Advancements in aviation technology were particularly notable in 1938. The expansion of
commercial air travel and improvements in aircraft design contributed to the growth of the airline
industry. Innovations in automotive technology also continued, with new models featuring enhanced
safety and performance features becoming available to the public.

Scientific Research and Medical Progress
Scientific research made significant strides in 1938, including progress in chemistry and medicine.
The discovery of new antibiotics and improvements in vaccines were critical to public health, while
research in physics and engineering laid groundwork for future technological revolutions. These
scientific achievements reflected the nation’s commitment to advancing knowledge and improving
health outcomes.

Cultural Highlights of 1938
The cultural landscape of the United States in 1938 was vibrant, with notable achievements in
literature, music, film, and the arts. Despite economic hardships, entertainment and cultural
expression flourished, providing Americans with both escapism and social commentary. This period
saw the emergence of iconic works and figures that would influence future generations.

Literature and Popular Media
In 1938, American literature and media captured the imagination of the public. The year was notable
for the widespread impact of Orson Welles’ radio adaptation of “The War of the Worlds,” which
famously caused public panic due to its realistic broadcast style. This event highlighted the growing
influence of radio as a mass communication medium. Additionally, authors and playwrights
contributed significant works reflecting contemporary social issues and cultural trends.

Film and Music Developments
The film industry continued to grow, producing classics that entertained and inspired audiences.
Hollywood’s Golden Age was in full swing, with musicals, dramas, and comedies achieving critical
and commercial success. Jazz and swing music remained popular, with musicians innovating and
reaching wider audiences through radio and live performances.

Orson Welles’ “The War of the Worlds” broadcast

Popular films such as “The Adventures of Robin Hood” and “Bringing Up Baby”



The rise of swing music and influential jazz artists

International Context and American Foreign Policy
While what happened in 1938 in American history was largely focused on domestic issues, the
international environment increasingly influenced U.S. policy and public opinion. The rise of
totalitarian regimes in Europe and Asia, along with escalating conflicts, prompted debates over
America’s role on the world stage. The United States maintained a policy of neutrality but began
preparing for potential involvement in global affairs.

Response to Global Tensions
In 1938, events such as the Munich Agreement and the aggressive expansion of Nazi Germany
heightened concerns about war in Europe. The U.S. government monitored these developments
closely, balancing isolationist sentiment with the need for national defense. Military preparedness
measures were discussed, and diplomatic efforts aimed to prevent conflict while protecting
American interests.

Neutrality Acts and Defense Measures
The Neutrality Acts, designed to keep the United States out of foreign wars, were enforced and
debated in 1938. At the same time, Congress approved measures to strengthen the military and
improve defense capabilities. These actions reflected the tension between isolationism and the
recognition of growing international threats.

Enforcement of Neutrality Acts to avoid entanglement in foreign wars

Legislative support for military expansion and modernization

Diplomatic monitoring of European and Asian conflicts

Frequently Asked Questions

What significant natural disaster occurred in 1938 in
American history?
The Great New England Hurricane, also known as the Long Island Express, struck in September
1938 causing widespread destruction and loss of life in the northeastern United States.



What major legislation was passed in the United States in
1938?
The Fair Labor Standards Act was passed in 1938, establishing minimum wage, overtime pay, and
child labor standards.

What important event happened in American aviation in 1938?
In 1938, Howard Hughes set a new transcontinental airspeed record by flying from Los Angeles to
New York in just over 7 hours.

How did the U.S. government respond to the economic
conditions in 1938?
In response to a recession within the Great Depression, the Roosevelt administration implemented
the 1938 Economic Stimulus Act to boost economic growth and employment.

What was the significance of the 1938 radio broadcast of 'The
War of the Worlds' in America?
Orson Welles' 1938 radio adaptation of 'The War of the Worlds' caused public panic among listeners
who believed the fictional alien invasion was real, showcasing the power of media.

Which notable American cultural event occurred in 1938?
The first appearance of Superman was published in Action Comics #1 in 1938, marking a significant
moment in American pop culture and comic book history.

What advancements were made in American science or
technology in 1938?
In 1938, the first controlled nuclear chain reaction was achieved by scientists in the U.S., laying the
groundwork for nuclear power and weapons development.

How did American foreign policy in 1938 reflect the global
situation?
In 1938, the U.S. maintained a policy of isolationism despite escalating tensions in Europe with the
rise of Nazi Germany and the approach of World War II.

Additional Resources
1. The Year of the Infamy: America in 1938
This book explores the pivotal events of 1938 in American history, providing a detailed account of
the social, political, and economic climate of the time. It highlights the looming threats of global
conflict and the country's internal struggles during the pre-war period. The author delves into how



these events shaped America’s eventual involvement in World War II.

2. Orson Welles and the War of the Worlds Broadcast
Focusing on the infamous 1938 radio broadcast by Orson Welles, this book examines the public
reaction and panic caused by the realistic dramatization of H.G. Wells’s Martian invasion story. The
narrative captures the power of media and its impact on American society during the late 1930s.

3. The Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938: A New Era for Workers
This work details the creation and significance of the Fair Labor Standards Act, which established
minimum wage, overtime pay, and child labor laws in the United States. It provides insight into the
labor movement and the legislative process that led to this landmark reform.

4. A Nation on the Brink: The American Response to European Turmoil in 1938
The book analyzes America’s political stance as Europe edged closer to World War II, focusing on
isolationism versus interventionism debates. It sheds light on key figures and policies that influenced
the nation’s cautious approach during this volatile period.

5. Dust Bowl Diaries: Life and Survival in 1938 America
Through firsthand accounts and historical analysis, this book portrays the harsh realities faced by
American families affected by the Dust Bowl’s aftermath. It highlights the environmental and
economic challenges that persisted into 1938 and the federal government’s responses.

6. The Rise of Hollywood: Cinema and Culture in 1938
This title explores the golden age of Hollywood during 1938, examining how films reflected and
influenced American culture and society. It discusses major movies, stars, and the industry’s role in
shaping public morale during uncertain times.

7. American Aviation in 1938: Innovations and Milestones
A comprehensive look at advancements in aviation technology and industry in the United States
during 1938. The book covers key developments, notable flights, and the growing importance of air
travel for commerce and defense.

8. 1938: The Year of Political Realignments in America
This book investigates the shifting political landscape in 1938, including midterm elections and the
challenges faced by President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal policies. It provides insight into the
changing priorities and sentiments of the American electorate.

9. Sports and Society: American Pastimes in 1938
Highlighting baseball, boxing, and other popular sports of the era, this book explores how athletic
events provided a sense of normalcy and entertainment during a turbulent year. It also discusses
influential athletes and their impact on American culture in 1938.
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