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Compelling Question: How did the New Deal affect women? 
Read the primary source documents below and answer the Guiding Questions provided.  
 
Background:  

In 1933, the new president faced a country in economic collapse, with massive 
unemployment and home foreclosures leading to widespread homelessness, hunger and 
despair. The face of this human devastation, as the fourth year of the Great Depression began, 
was generally male: shutdown steel mills, men begging in the streets or standing on bread lines. 

Less visibly, women had been hit hard. Lay-offs on all levels of federal, state, city and 
local governments greatly impacted education, forcing school closures and putting teachers, 
most of whom were women, out of work. Cost-cutting within the federal government meant that 
married women were the first to lose their jobs. In industry, women whose husbands made a 
living wage were considered expendable from the work force. 

Domestic work was not considered "real" work; hours and benefits and working 
conditions were private–and dismal. The most invisible women suffering during the Depression 
were these domestic workers, most of whom were not white and not "native born." 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt and those around him were determined to use the power 
of the federal government to help the American people. His allies included his wife, the 
outspoken Eleanor Roosevelt, and her friends, a network of social reformers bred in the 
settlement house and labor reform movements of the previous decade. President Roosevelt, the 
former governor of New York, had brought to Washington Frances Perkins, once his state’s 
industrial commissioner, and named her secretary of the Labor Department. The first woman to 
hold a cabinet post, Perkins had spent her life working with poor people and immigrants, 
focusing particularly–and effectively–on worker safety and security. 

On the whole and much to their dismay, this extraordinary and unprecedented array of 
female brain power and access to influence could not assure a fair deal for women. As executive 
orders and legislation were put into effect during Roosevelt’s first term, gender discrimination 
was the norm. 

 
Bernikoa, Louise. “New Deal Slighted Women in Recovery Plans, 1933: Roosevelt’s New Deal didn’t 

provide full relief for women.” Women’s eNews. February 2, 2009. 
https://womensenews.org/2009/02/new-deal-slighted-women-in-recovery-plans/.  

 
Guiding Questions 
 

1. What words were used to describe women’s experience during the Depression? 
 
 
 

2. According to this article, how were women impacted by the New Deal programs? 
 

	  



Andrea Larochelle 
Dr. Alicia Gutierrez-Romine 

Remedial Herstory 
Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 

 

	
	
	 3 

Document A: "Good Work, Sister” 
Guiding Questions 
 
1. Take a few minutes and write down observations 
you have about the people, objects, and words in this poster. 
 
 
 
 
2. How does this image portray the relationship 
between America and working women going into the New 
Deal era? 
 
 
 
 
 
New York : Bressler Editorial Cartoons, Inc. "Good work, sister: 
we never figured you could do a man-size job!" America's women 
have met the test! 1944. Illustration. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/97515638/. 
 
 

Document B: Women workers…having lunch in 
their restroom 
 
Guiding Questions 
 
1. Write down observations about the women 
(their appearance, actions, how they seem to be 
interacting, what kind of work they might be 
doing, etc.) 
 
 
 
 
 
2. How does this image speak to the growing 
acceptance of women workers in this time?  

 
 
 

 
Delano, Jack. Women workers employed as wipers in the roundhouse having lunch in their restroom, C. &  

N.W. R.R., Clinton, Iowa. April 1943. Photograph. https://www.loc.gov/resource/fsac.1a34808/.	  
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Document C: Letter from Mary McLeod Bethune to President Franklin Roosevelt 
Mary McLeod Bethune was and African-American activist, educator, and federal appointee. In the 1930s 
she served as director of the National Youth Administration’s Negro Division, part of Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s New Deal.  
 
June 4, 1940 
  
My Dear Mr. President: 
  

At a time like this… I approach you as one of a vast army of Negro women who 
recognize that we must face the dangers that confront us with a united patriotism. 
  We, as a race, have been fighting for a more equitable share of those opportunities which 
are fundamental to every American citizen who would enjoy the economic and family security 
which a true democracy guarantees. Now we come as a group of loyal, self-sacrificing women 
who feel they have a right and a solemn duty to serve their nation. 
  In the ranks of Negro womanhood in America are to be found ability and capacity for 
leadership, for administrative as well as routine tasks, for the types of service so necessary in a 
program of national defense. These are citizens whose past records at home and in war service 
abroad, whose unquestioned loyalty to their country and Its ideals, and whose sincere and 
enthusiastic desire to serve you and the nation indicate how deeply they are concerned that a 
more realistic American democracy, as visioned by those not blinded by racial prejudices, shall 
be maintained and perpetuated. 
  I offer my own services without reservation, and urge you: In the planning and work 
which lies ahead, to make such use of the services of qualified Negro women as will assure the 
thirteen and a half million Negroes In America that they, too, have earned the right to be 
numbered among the active forces who are working towards the protection of our democratic 
stronghold. 
  
Faithfully yours, 
Mary McLeod Bethune 
 
McLeod Bethune, Mary. Letter to Theodore Roosevelt, June 4, 1940.  

https://bcc-cuny.digication.com/ushistoryreader/Mary_McLeod_Bethune_Letter_to_Roosevelt. 
 
Guiding Questions 
 

1. How does Mary McLeod Bethune argue that Black people have been systematically 
disadvantaged in the Great Depression? 

 
 

2. What are some qualities listed by McLeod Bethune that she feels justify the equal 
treatment of Black workers, particularly Black women, in the New Deal Era? 
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Document D: Frances Perkins Speech 
Frances Perkins was the first woman ever appointed to the President’s cabinet in US history and was the 
vocal, sometimes unpopular force behind New Deal policies. She was appointed Secretary of Labor, which 
was especially shocking considering the employment crisis that came along with the Great Depression. She 
began her career working in the Chicago Hull House in the early 1900s. She then served as head of the 
Philadelphia Research and Protective Association fighting against the abduction of newly arrived 
immigrant and Black women into prostitution. She led the New York Consumers’ League, and witnessed 
the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire. Perkins would later note that March 25, 1911—the day of the 
Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire—was “the day the New Deal was born.” Perkins was one of the main 
reasons that the Social Security Administration survived. Yet, she was not always friendly to women 
workers. In this passage she laments married women who held jobs– even though she herself was a married 
working woman. There was a prevailing belief that married women should be homemakers.  
 

The ‘woman pin-money worker’ who competes with the necessity worker is a menace to 
society, a selfish, shortsighted creature, who ought to be ashamed of herself… Until we have 
every woman in this community earning a living wage…I am not willing to encourage those 
who are under no economic necessities to compete with their charm and education, their 
superior advantages, against the working girl who has only her two hands. 
 
*refers to the small amounts of money women spent on fancy items, the term was shorthand for women’s 
earnings in an effort to diminish its importance and contrast it with “bread winning.” 
 
In Blakemore, Erin. “Why Many Married Women Were Banned From Working During the Great 

Depression: With millions of Americans unable to find employment, working wives became 
scapegoats.” November 8, 2021. https://www.history.com/news/great-depression-married-women-
employment.  

 
Guiding Questions 
 

1. Why was Perkins concerned about married women working? 
 
 

2. Which women was she advocating for? 
 
 
Document : Economy Act 1932 Section 213 
This document discusses a law passed just before President Roosevelt came into office, but reflective of the 
sentiments of the time.  

Probably one of the most tragic cases ever encountered by the 
National Woman's Party, was -  
 

Section 213, Married Persons Clause, Economy Act of 1932.  
The purpose of this Act was to reduce existing personnel where a 
husband and wife were both in the service, to create positions for 
those unemployed. The Act read:  
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"In any reduction of personnel in any branch of the service of the United States Government or 
the District of Columbia, married persons (living with husband or wife), employed in the class to 

be reduced shall be dismissed before any other person employed in such class is dismissed, if 
such husband or wife is also in the service of the United States or the District of Columbia." 

 
Perhaps this would have been a solution of the unemployment problem, except, it should 

be remembered, these were the Depression Years… "I was there" and a witness to the tragedy 
which befell some of my friends and I suffered for them. I knew young women who had come to 
Washington and entered the Government service because it was necessary to help their families 
who were victims of the Depression. I knew young women receiving $100 a month who sent 
from $25 to $50 a month to their families and lived on the balance. Some were married when 
they came to Washington with husbands in the Combat services, others married later, but in so 
many cases both husbands and wives had to contribute to the support of their families "back 
home."  

The Government Workers Council of the National Woman's Party, headed by Mrs. 
Edwina Avery, a lawyer and a Government worker, were given an office on the ground floor of 
our Page Eight Headquarters, from which they conducted a long and strenuous campaign to 
repeal Section 213… Before the end of the fight many other women's organizations had joined us 
in protest against Section 213.  

Finally, after a vigorous struggle lasting five years, a Bill to repeal Section 213 was passed 
by the House on June 5, 1937, by a vote of 206 and 128; was unanimously passed by the Senate 
on July 23, 1937 and signed by President Franklin Roosevelt on July 26, 1937 - thus removing 
from the statute books Section 213 - the nightmare of Government employees who lived through 
the harrowing experience. 
 
“National Women’s Party Bulletin.” National Women’s Party. September - October, 1966, Vol. 1. No. 6. 

http://fedora.dlib.indiana.edu/fedora/get/iudl:2522378/OVERVIEW.  
 
Guiding Questions 
 

1. What was Section 213 of the Economy Act and whom did it discriminate against? 
 
 
 

2. According to this source, who led the fight to repeal the act? 
 
 
 

3. How does this source reflect enduring gendered expectations in the era? 
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Document : The Most Unjust Piece of Legislation 
In February 1936, a former federal government worker named Gussie E. Howell penned a 

letter to Grace Brewer, director of the Governmental Workers’ Council (gwc) of the National 
Woman’s Party (NWP). Howell, who lived in Texas, had apparently heard from colleagues 
about a questionnaire sent out by the NWP about the effects of Section 213 of the Economy Act 
of 1932 (“Section 213”). Howell said that while she had not seen the questionnaire, she wanted to 
describe the effect of Section 213 on her life. As Howell related her experiences, she had worked 
for the United States Railway Mail Service until October 1933, when she suddenly found herself 
dismissed under Section 213, which required that if a husband or wife both worked for the 
federal government, and a personnel reduction took place, one of the spouses would lose his or 
her job. Howell’s further description of her situation encompassed a contained but palpable 
bitterness. She described how she went to her congressional and local representatives to seek a 
remedy, only to receive “all kinds of nice promises . . . but no action.” In addition, not only had 
she and her husband lost their house, but Howell could no longer provide for her seventy two-
year-old father, widowed sister, and her sister’s two children. “I certainly want to assist in any 
way possible to see that [Section 213] is repealed,” she concluded, adding that the statute 
constituted the “most unjust piece of legislation.”  

…I argue that despite Section 213’s “peculiarly unjust and discriminatory nature,” as one 
contemporary newspaper account put it, feminism during the New Deal did not form an 
effective coalition to repeal Section 213. The major reason for this failure lay in the existence of 
two competitive feminist visions during the 1930s. One vision, called social justice feminism, 
emphasized the passage of women’s labor legislation as the first step to including all workers 
under state protection, regardless of gender, while the other, known as equal rights feminism, 
concluded that women’s labor legislation only led to gender discrimination, and supported the 
passage of the Equal Rights Amendment (era). Significant social justice feminists such as Eleanor 
Roosevelt, Mary Williams (Molly) Dewson, and Frances Perkins occupied important positions 
within the New Deal, while equal rights feminists, mostly within the NWP, found themselves 
out of favor, particularly as social justice feminists opposed the era. 

 
McGuire, John Thomas. “‘The Most Unjust Piece of Legislation’: Section 213 of the Economy Act of 1932 

and Feminism During the New Deal.” Journal of Policy History 20, no. 4 (January 4, 2008): 516–
41. doi:10.1353/jph.0.0026. 

 
Guiding Questions 
 

1. How did Section 213 of the Economy Act in 1932 impact Howell? 
 
 
 

2. Which organization did she turn to reclaim her job? 
 
 
 

3. According to Thomas, why was Section 213 successful in passing? 
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Document : Into the Woods 
This article was written by a professor of history whose father served in a CCC camp in Pennsylvania.  

One group of the unemployed notably missing was, of course, women. The need of 
women for relief and jobs was obviously pressing but not uppermost in the minds of most New 
Dealers. Eleanor Roosevelt was, on this issue as on so many others, considerably in advance of 
the times. Very early on in the preparations for the CCC camps, she suggested that some of the 
estimated 200,000 homeless women in the country could be put to work in forest tree nurseries, 
perhaps an unconsciously sexist idea, perhaps shrewdly deliberate on her part. She sent the idea 
over to the first woman cabinet member, Frances Perkins in the Labor Department, but nothing 
came of it. Although the Federal Emergency Relief Administration and the Works Progress 
Administration would later set up some "She-She-She" work camps for women, the CCC always 
remained an organization for men only. 
 
Speakman, Joseph. “Into the Woods: The First Year of the Civilian Conservation Corps.” National 

Archives. Prologue Magazine. Fall 2006, Vol. 38, No. 3. 
https://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/2006/fall/ccc.html.  

 
Guiding Question 
 

1. How did the CCC program discriminate against women? 
 
 
 
 
 
Document : THE SHE-SHE-SHE CAMPS OF THE GREAT DEPRESSION 

On June 10, 1933 the first She-She-She camp opened at a retreat for New York Life 
Insurance Company’s employees at Bear Mountain in the Catskills. Labor Secretary Frances 
Perkins came to the opening of Camp TERA, named for New York’s Temporary Emergency 
Relief Administration. 

A month later, Eleanor Roosevelt visited Camp TERA. She expected to see 200 young 
women. She saw 20. By November, Hopkins had done little for the camps or for women. And so 
the First Lady organized a White House Conference on Women to pressure her husband’s 
administration for New Deal programs to help women. “As a group women have been neglected 
in comparison with others,” the First Lady said. “And throughout this Depression have had the 
hardest time of all.” Hopkins admitted the government hadn’t done what it should for 
unemployed women – “and feels pretty humble about it,” he said. So Hopkins asked his new 
education specialist, Hilda Smith, to do something. 
 
Hilda Worthington Smith 

Smith knew what destitute working women were up against, having run the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School for Women Workers in Industry. “People were hungry all over the country,” she 
said. “I know, I went to see some of our students in New York, and they showed what they had 
for supper. They opened the oven, and they were cooking a little puppy they had picked up on 
the street.” With help from the First Lady and her network, Smith promoted the idea of the She-
She-She camps. She spoke to a group of FERA field representatives in February 1934, trying to 
get them to support her project. They warned her of “serious discipline problems if women were 
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brought together to live.” In April, a survey of FERA administrators showed half had no interest 
in the She-She-She camps and didn’t see a need for them. And yet there were 45,000 homeless 
and destitute women and girls in the US in 1933, according to an estimate by sociologist Nels 
Anderson…  
 
Early She-She-She Camps 

By the summer of 1934, 28 She-She-She camps were up and running in 26 states and the 
District of Columbia in abandoned school buildings, summer hotels, country clubs and estates. 
Girls got $25 a month in salary and $15 from that salary went to the program for room and 
board. One of Hilda Smith’s staffers went to visit them. “To see a group of girls assemble on the 
first night was to receive an immediate and tragic impression of the results of unemployment,” 
she wrote. “Thin, emaciated girls . . . they were overcome by the sight of a simple supper. Many 
showed symptoms of long fatigue, exhausted nerves and mental strain.” 

Pittsfield, N.H., had the first in New England at Winsunvale Orchards, the estate of Gov. 
John Winant. Shortly after buying the property in 1930, Constance Winant had announced plans 
to use it as a YWCA camp. Winsunvale Orchards had 115 acres, a pond, tennis courts, a bowling 
alley, recreation hall, flower gardens and a 12-room house with 14 guest rooms. Fifty-four 
enrollees stayed for four weeks. They came from families receiving some form of relief, between 
18 and 25 and in normal physical and mental health. Despite the lack of work opportunities, the 
She-She-She camp attendees at least got three square meals a day. “It’s not only that I am getting 
enough to eat for the first time in three years, but I am beginning to think of myself as a real 
person again,” one attendee wrote. 
 
Women’s Work 

Though the PR for the She-She-She camps claimed the attendees were carefully selected 
— “outstanding girls with initiative” — the reality was much different. Most county relief agents 
sent hungry women who needed a roof over their heads. It was up to the individual states to 
decide what to do with the She She She camps. As a result, they were a mish-mash of programs. 
The federal government’s attempts to explain them to the public resulted in confusing 
boilerplate. They were called “an adventure in human cooperation.” Attendees would “learn to 
exercise a wholesome influence on their community.” … 

Beneath the gobbledygook lay a consistent theme: Stereotypes about women’s work, 
whether in the home or in the workplace. In some camps they had lessons in “domestic 
employment.” In others they produced Braille materials, hospital dressings and sewed and 
repaired toys. They also did the cooking in the camps, and helped maintain them… 

However, the She-She-She camps disappointed some young women because they didn’t 
lead to jobs.  “I attended with the idea that the school, being a government school, would mean a 
lot in securing a job,” said one. “The school was a good idea but you can’t get a job after you 
return home.” Campers in Manchester, Maine, got vocational training in clerical work, but not 
many actually got jobs. Hilda Smith estimated later that only one-fifth of the enrollees in 1934 
and 1935 found paid work on their return home, many in New Deal relief projects…   

The program for women had run into trouble. The She-She-She camps were hobbled by 
criticisms that they harbored communists and loose women, as well as prejudice against 
providing relief, jobs and education for women. The Betsy Williams camp in Chepachet, R.I., was 
supposed to open in 1936, but the $23,000 slated for its operation didn’t arrive until 1937. Sixty-
five unemployed young women from the relief rolls in Massachusetts and Rhode Island spent 
three months at the camp…  
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By October 1, 1937, the She-She-She camps were dead. In 1935 an anonymous woman 
wrote that her month in a She-She-She camp gave her a new outlook on life. “It seemed like 
someone did have an interest in whether we lived or starved and was trying to help. I know I 
had reached my ‘rope’s end’ trying to keep three children and an old mother.” 
 
New England Historical Society. “THE SHE-SHE-SHE CAMPS OF THE GREAT DEPRESSION.” 

New England Historical Society. 2022. https://newenglandhistoricalsociety.com/she-she-she-
camps-of-the-great-depression/.  

 
Guiding Question 
 

1. Based on this document, how serious were the efforts to provide resources and 
opportunities for women during the New Deal era? 

 
 
 
 

2. Why were the She-she-she camps unsuccessful? 
 
 
 
 
 
Overall, how did the New Deal affect women? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


