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Brother, Can You Spare A Dime? 

 The American stock market crashed on October 29, 1929. The economy tanked and a 

chain reaction occurred resulting in unemployment, poverty, and the feeling of hopeless in 

citizens across the nation. These years are referred to as the Great Depression. The Great 

Depression is arguable the darkest time in American history. The working class was hit hardest 

by the depression, but even though the depression caused trying times for working citizens, not 

all the marks it left were bad. The emotional provocation resulting from the bleak economic 

conditions motivated artists to create some of their best work, especially for musicians. One of 

the most memorable songs created in this decade was written by E.Y. Harburg (commonly 

known and Yip Harburg) and was titled “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?” The song portrays a 

man singing about his troubles as he tries to survive life in 1930’s America. The song “Brother, 

Can You Spare a Dime?” written by E.Y. Harburg was influenced by the historical framework of 

The Great Depression in America. 

 During the Great Depression unemployment was the number one concern among citizens. 

The crash of the market caused a domino effect and many companies were forced to lay off 

employees and cut back wages. In the song, Harburg wrote the lyrics “Once I built a railroad, I 

made it run, Made it race against time, Once I built a railroad, now it’s done” to demonstrate the 

cut backs and impact of unemployment on individuals in society.  Harburg also wrote the words 

“Once I built a tower up to the sun, brick and rivet and lime, once I built a tower, now it’s done” 



to show that unemployment was affecting multiple work forces. According to David Burg, 

“Unemployment and lower wages translated into lower consumer spending” leading to economic 

“…problems and more would now exact their toll” (Burg 48-49). The point Burg wanted to 

make was that the Great Depression was not just one event; it was series of events that began 

with unemployment.  

 Poverty was the next concern among citizens. It was inevitable and sure enough, “the 

1930s was a time of widespread poverty and hardship in the United States and around the world” 

(Historical Encyclopedia). It was only a matter of time after losing work that finding money 

would become the next priority. Money was such a concern for people during this time that 

people often had to beg in the streets. Harburg utilized this fact and used the line “Brother, can 

you spare a dime?” to finish every verse. Unfortunately people were hardly able to scrounge up 

enough money so they often had to get government assistance. Many folks had to collect welfare 

and food stamps, which again Harburg incorporated into his song. The lyrics “Why should I be 

standing in line, just waiting for bread” demonstrated the frustration people felt with standing in 

line for food. People were used to working and buying whatever they desired to eat, but now 

they were fighting others just like themselves for a single loaf of stale bread. The hard times 

seemed to never end for those in the 1930s and it began to change their positive outlooks to 

negative ones. 

 The constant disappointment and troubles caused by the Great Depression lead to the 

feeling of hopelessness in the people living through it. After over ten years of unemployment, 

poverty, and homelessness things seemed as if they were never going to change. People would 

reminisce and remember how things used to be. This powerful line from “Brother, Can You 

Spare a Dime?” tells a story about how friendships were lost and lives forgotten due to the 



hopelessness. The narrator of the song says “Oh, say, don’t you remember, they called me “Al”, 

It was “Al” all the time, Say, don’t you remember, I’m your pal” (Harburg). The pain this man 

was feeling is portrayed very well through these words. The narrator then begins to blame the 

government and says the government “used to tell me I was building a dream, with peace and 

glory ahead” (Harburg) but now, he has lost his job, has no money nor food, and now his friends 

don’t even remember him.  In reality, many people actually felt like the narrator in this song, 

they were so distraught that “pessimism was replacing the traditional American optimism.” This 

pessimism “lead to hopelessness and apathy” that eventually infected the nation (McElvaine 

157). There were the few though that held onto the hope and the prospect of achieving the 

American dream and it was thanks to them that relief efforts were created and America’s dreary 

future began to brighten. 

 Yip Harburg’s “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?” was influenced by the historical 

framework of the Great Depression in America. The Great Depression was a dark time riddled 

with unemployment, poverty, and hopelessness. Harburg witnessed these events and everyday 

life and used them as inspiration to write one of the most moving and relatable songs in U.S. 

history. The Great Depression ended in 1941 when the U.S. entered World War Two, but the 

impact it had on America and art will never be forgotten.  
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