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Compelling Question: How did the Depression impact women? 
Read the primary and secondary documents provided below and answer the Guiding Questions. 
 
Background: Underpaid, But Employed 

During the Great Depression, millions of Americans lost their jobs in the wake of the 1929 
Stock Market Crash. But for one group of people, employment rates actually went up: women. 
From 1930 to 1940, the number of employed women in the United States rose 24 percent from 
10.5 million to 13 million. The main reason for women’s higher employment rates was the fact 
that the jobs available to women—so called “women’s work”— were in industries that were less 
impacted by the stock market. “Some of the hardest-hit industries like coal mining and 
manufacturing were where men predominated,” says Susan Ware, historian and author of 
Holding Their Own: American Women in the 1930s. “Women were more insulated from job loss 
because they were employed in more stable industries like domestic service, teaching and 
clerical work.”  
 
‘Women’s Work’ During the Great Depression  

By the 1930s, women had been slowly entering the workforce in greater numbers for 
decades. But the Great Depression drove women to find work with a renewed sense of urgency 
as thousands of men who were once family breadwinners lost their jobs. A 22 percent decline in 
marriage rates between 1929 and 1939 also meant more single women had to support 
themselves. 

While jobs available to women paid less, they were less volatile. By 1940, 90 percent of all 
women’s jobs could be cataloged into 10 categories like nursing, teaching and civil service for 
white women, while black and Hispanic women were largely constrained to domestic work, 
according to David Kennedy’s 1999 book, Freedom From Fear. 

The rapid expansion of the government under the New Deal increased demand for 
secretarial roles that women rushed to fill and created other employment opportunities, albeit 
limited ones, for women. 

 
Eleanor Roosevelt and Frances Perkins 

Women during the Great Depression had a strong advocate in First Lady Eleanor 
Roosevelt. She lobbied her husband, President Franklin D. Roosevelt, for more women in 
office—like Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins, the first woman to ever hold a cabinet position 
and the driving force behind the Social Security Act…  

 
Discrimination Against Women 

For those women who managed to stay employed, meanwhile, the fight for decent 
compensation got tougher. Over 25 percent of the National Recovery Administration’s wage 
codes set lower wages for women, according to T.H. Watkin’s The Great Depression: America in 
the 1930s. And jobs created under the Works Progress Administration confined women to fields 
like sewing and nursing that paid less than roles reserved for men. 

While women were permitted to join certain unions, they were given limited impact on 
policy, Kennedy writes. Ultimately, smaller wages and fewer benefits were the norm for women 
in the workforce—and this was especially true for women of color. 

 
Black Women and the Great Depression 
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For black women, meanwhile, the entry of more white women in the workforce meant 
jobs and decent wages became even harder to find. “In every place where there could be 
discrimination, black women were doubly disadvantaged,” says Cheryl Greenberg, a historian at 
Trinity College. “More white women were going into the workforce because they could and 
because they had to. Black women had been in the workforce since 1865. Black families had 
virtually never been able to survive on a single wage.” 

One-fifth of all Americans receiving federal relief during the Great Depression were 
black, most in the rural South, according to Kennedy. Yet “farm workers and domestic 
workers—the two main places you found black women— had no pension or safety net,” says 
Greenberg, referring to their exclusion from the 1935 Social Security Act. Rather than fire 
domestic help, private employers could simply pay them less without legal repercussions. 

All federal relief programs were administered locally, meaning discrimination was rife, 
according to Watkins. Despite these obstacles, Roosevelt’s “Black Cabinet,” led by Mary McLeod 
Bethune, ensured nearly every New Deal agency had a black advisor. The number of African-
Americans working in government tripled. 
 
Pearce Rotondi, Jessica. "Underpaid, But Employed: How the Great Depression Affected Working  

Women." history.com. Last modified March 11, 2019. https://www.history.com/news/working-
women-great-depression.  

 
Guiding Questions 
 

1. What was “women’s work” according to this article? 
 
 

2. What were some specific ways in which women were disadvantaged, especially women 
of color?  

 
 
 
Document A: Interview with Mrs. Marie Haggerty, Maid 
Q: "When you worked as a maid, did you mainly do housework?" 
A: "But my dear, it wasn't housework I did...I was a nurse maid or a second girl--never just an 
ordinary girl out to service...You got hired by your looks and even if you looked honest, they 
would test you out. Why, once I was making up a bed, and right beside the bed was a five dollar 
bill. I knowed nobody dropped that for nuthin', so I didn't know if I should pick it up and tell 
them, or what, but my face burnt like fire, for I knowed I was gettin' tested." 

 
Library of Congress. "Women and Work: Mrs. Marie Haggerty, Maid." 
https://www.loc.gov/collections/federal-writers-project/articles-and-essays/women-and-work/. 

 
Guiding Questions 
 

1. How does Haggerty’s work reflect the idea of “women’s work”? 
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2. How does she describe herself and her work? 
 
 

3. Why does she correct the interviewer when they refer to her work as “housework”?  
 
 
 
Document B: Migrant Mother 
These photos were taken by Dorothea Lange depicting a mother and her children during the Great 
Depression. These are less famous photos taken at the same time as the far more famous photo often used as 
the face of women during the Great Depression. 

  
Lange, Dorothea. Migrant Mother Series of Images. March 1936. Photograph. 

https://guides.loc.gov/migrant-mother/images. 
 
Guiding Questions 
 

1. Take a few minutes and write down observations about these photos. (feelings, people, 
things, etc.)  

 
 

2. How do these photos help to understand the experience of women who are also mothers 
during the Great Depression?  

 
 

3. These are perhaps the most famous images of the period. Why do you think this photo 
captured the public's attention? Do you think race and gender matter here? 

 
 

4. The photographer, Lange, was able to sell these photos to make money. The mother 
received none. Do you think that is fair? Why or why not?	  
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Document C: High Spots in Legislation Affecting Women 

The outlook for 1938 is the brighter for women at work because of the impressive number 
of new laws on subjects affecting working women that were passed in the 46 legislatures in 
session in the past year. The new laws enacted deal with the important subjects of minimum 
wage, hours, home work, and night work, which past experience has shown as having notable 
effect in raising the working standards for employed women. They also include other subjects of 
great import to employed women, as unemployment compensation (all 48 States now have 
legislation on this subject), old-age assistance, workmen’s compensation, wage payments, safety, 
health and sanitation, occupational diseases, and collective bargaining. 

Probably the most comprehensive legislation along these lines was enacted in 
Pennsylvania and Illinois, the former having passed, among other bills, a minimum-wage act 
and a new hour law with wide coverage, and the latter a new hour law (weekly hours being 
fixed for the first time), each State putting the enforcement of these laws in a special branch of 
the labor department…. 

In estimating what progress for employed women has been made in States during the 
past year, it is certain that the administration of laws is of importance equal to their enactment. 
This year significant steps have been taken to insure more adequate enforcement. Outstanding 
among the recent measures is the action in two States that have established new divisions for 
women and minors, Illinois and Utah. Equally important to employed women are the minimum-
wage bureaus created this year in Colorado, Connecticut, and the District of Columbia; and 
Pennsylvania reorganized its department of labor so as to include a separate bureau for law 
enforcement on wages and hours. 

Of very great help to employed women will be the complete reorganization of the labor-
law administrative bodies that has taken place this year in Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, and 
Indiana, where the administrative functions are now so unified as to establish a more effective 
central agency. 
 
The Women's Bureau. "High Spots in Legislation Affecting Women." The Woman Worker, January 1938.  

https://fraser.stlouisfed.org/files/docs/publications/women/newsletter/dolwb_womanworker_19380
1.pdf?utm_source=direct_download.  

 
Guiding Questions 
 

1. Why were labor laws created just for women? 
 
 

2. How might distinctions based on gender help women? 
 
 

3. How might distinctions based on gender harm women? 
 
 

4. How do these new laws show how women were either disregarded or mistreated in the 
past in the workplace? 
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Drawing on primary source evidence, how did the Depression impact women? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


