
The 1930s marked the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl, a time of economic struggle, 

hard living conditions, and a multitude of tragedies. The novel, Out of the Dust by Karen Hesse 

is just one of many pieces of literature about this time period. Billie Jo is the main character and 

throughout the book, she explains her life through free-verse poems. Pop culture and news, as 

demonstrated in the novel, Out of the Dust served as an outlet for the people suffering during the 

Dust Bowl.  

To start off, the Dust Bowl and the Great Depression were two major occurrences. The 

Great Depression started on October 29, 1929, and went on until 1939 (Pells). The Stock Market 

System shut down leaving many business owners and workers unemployed and 

unpaid.  Between these years, the economic system abolished hope and the large majority of 

unemployed people restricted hope for the future because of the panic surrounding the banks, 

(Pells). The Dust Bowl occurred from 1930 to 1936. When a demand for wheat and other crops 

began, farmers overplanted. There was not enough water to go around to all of the plants 

especially after the drought began. The once nutrients packed soil became dry and blew in the 

wind, creating a large black cloud of dust (Pells). Furthermore, this left many farmer families 

unemployed and in poverty. The dust was not stopped by wall nor glass. It found its way around 

everything it blew into.  

Out of the Dust implied that during the 1930s, pop culture was used as a distraction for 

the people affected by certain events. Billie Jo is the protagonist of this novel and was affected 

by both the Dust Bowl and the Great Depression. She went through many harsh times like the 

death of her brother and mother, being ignored by her father, and overall, living in the dust. 

Billie Jo was interested in pop culture and therefore referenced it throughout the novel. For 

example, Billie Jo states, “Someday, I plan to play for President Franklin Delano Roosevelt 



himself” (Hesse 15). Billie Jo was impressed by F.D.R and thought of him as an inspiring figure 

to live up to especially when it came to playing piano for him. Secondly, Billie Jo says, “All 

across the land, couples dancing, arm in arm, hand in hand, at the Birthday Ball,” ( Hesse 115). 

The Birthday Ball was a popular party for the president's birthday. Not only Billie Jo was 

affected by pop culture, but the rest of country also used pop culture as a distraction. Also, the 

novel shows that people did have good times despite their living situation. For instance,  Billy 

Jo’s community had a talent show at one point. In the poem “The Competition,” Billy Joe 

explains, “...she didn't think they could squeeze a rattlesnake into the back even if he paid full 

price, the place was so packed” (Hesse 130).  The reference to the “packed” place proves just 

how many people attended for this entertainment; clearly it was a popular event.   

Similar to pop culture, news distracted characters in not only Out of the Dust, but the U.S 

as a whole. News had a major impact on the lives of many sufferers. The Dionne quintuplets and 

the Kilauea volcano were both popular news stories during the 1930s. To start off, the first 

surviving quintuplets served as an interruption from the bland lives of the Dust Bowl victims. In 

just a few days the world knew about the new miracle sisters. (Foster). This goes to show how 

even the smallest events could make a new heading because nothing but negativity was occurring 

in the central states. Similar to the quintuplets, a volcano from Hawaii became a major headline. 

The Halemaumau Crater stopped erupting 33 days after the initial blow, (Stanton). Billie Jo 

states, “A volcano erupted in Hawaii. Kilauea.” (79).  This reference demonstrates how even a 

child in Oklahoma took notice of a small event like the eruption of Kilauea.  

To conclude, from Out of the Dust, it is clear that pop culture and news were crucial 

factors towards lessening the emotional effects of the Dust Bowl and Great Depression. The pop 

culture such as F.D.R and local events like talent competitions show how exciting events could 



still happen during this tragic time period. The news stories of the decade including the Dionne 

Quintuplets and the eruption of Kilauea are served as popular topics of discussion. Without pop 

culture and news stories, many sufferers of the Dust Bowl would have been sucked into a tragic 

state instead of sharing in glimpses of hope and lighthearted distraction.   

	


