
The Human Face of the Great 
Depression

1929-1940



Initial Impact
• Many factories cut back on production 

and some just closed their doors.
• U.S. Steel announced a 10% wage cut in 

1931.
• Many industries laid off workers—in 

Detroit unemployment soared to over 
40%.

• More than 4 million Americans were out 
of work in 1930. By 1932 that number 
had increased to 12 million.

• Unemployment caused rates of eviction 
and foreclosure to soar. More than 
200,000 people were evicted in NYC in 
1930.



Impact on Various Social Classes

• THE RICH
– Those who invested heavily 

in the stock market lost 
everything. Some were able 
to remain millionaires by 
selling short as the market 
went down (like Joseph 
Kennedy ->).

– Many rich people began to 
hoard gold and fear 
revolution.



THE MIDDLE CLASS

• The 98% of Americans 
who did not own stock 
would have hardly noticed 
the crash; rather, the 
Depression would have 
meant the loss of a job or 
a bank foreclosure.

• Luxuries had to be given 
up; telephone service, for 
example.



LOWER CLASSES

• For unemployed blacks and 
tenant farmers, the 
Depression had little 
immediate effect because 
their lives were already so 
depressed.

• Municipal and private charity 
funds were quickly exhausted.

• Many families could not 
afford to feed their children.









Psychological Impact
• Many victims tended to blame themselves.
• People felt ashamed that they could no 

longer support themselves.
– One man forced to stand in a breadline would 

bend his head low so that no one would 
recognize him.

• This trend especially applied to men, who 
had formerly played the role of family 
breadwinner but could no longer do that 
during the Depression.

• Women then bore the psychological 
burden of dealing with unemployed 
husbands, hungry children, and unpaid 
bills.



Family Impact
• In many ways, the Depression 

brought families closer:
– As families cut back on activities 

outside the house, they pooled 
resources and found comfort in 
each other.

– Greater cooperation within the 
family

– Divorce rates dropped
– More families listened to the radio, 

went to the movies together, or 
played games at home instead of 
going out

– Families were forced to move in 
with relatives



• In other ways, the Depression had a destructive impact on the 
family:
– Unemployment, reduced earnings, and lowered living 

standards tore apart the family, destroyed men’s self-esteem, 
and undermined a family’s self-respect

– Desertion rates soared (By 1940, 1.5 million women were 
living apart from their husbands)

– Number of children in custodial institutions increased 50% 
in the first 2 years of the Depression and more than 200,000 
vagrant children wandered the country 

– Children suffered from nutritional deficiencies
– Marriage rate declined as couples were forced to delay 

marriages, put off having children, and stay in unhappy 
marriages

Family Impact



Children of the Depression  – Walker Evans



Family Portraits – Walker Evans



Family Portraits – Walker Evans





Homes – Walker Evans



Migrant Mother Series – Dorothea Lange

“I am trying here to say 
something about the 

despised, the defeated, the 
alienated. About death and 

disaster, about the 
wounded, the crippled, the 
helpless, the rootless, the 
dislocated. About finality. 

About the last ditch.” 



Migrant Mother Series

In 1960, Lange gave this account of the experience: 

I saw and approached the hungry and desperate mother, as if 
drawn by a magnet. I do not remember how I explained my 
presence or my camera to her, but I do remember she asked me 
no questions. I made five exposures, working closer and closer 
from the same direction. I did not ask her name or her history. 
She told me her age, that she was thirty-two. She said that they 
had been living on frozen vegetables from the surrounding fields, 
and birds that the children killed. She had just sold the tires from 
her car to buy food. There she sat in that lean- to tent with her 
children huddled around her, and seemed to know that my 
pictures might help her, and so she helped me. There was a sort 
of equality about it. 

(From: Popular Photography, Feb. 1960).



Migrant Mother Series (cont.)





The life of migrant workers – Dorothea Lange



The life of migrant workers (cont.)



Faces of the Depression – Dorothea Lange



Faces of the Depression (cont.) 



Faces of the Depression (cont.)



Life in the City 



“I want to tell you about an experience we had in 
Philadelphia when our private funds were exhausted 
and before public funds became available... One 
woman said she borrowed 50 cents from a friend and 
bought stale bread for 3 and a half cents per loaf, and 
that is all they had for eleven days except for one or 
two meals…. One woman went along the docks and 
picked up vegetables that fell from the wagons. 
Sometimes the fish vendors gave her fish at the end of 
the day. On two different occasions this family was 
without food for a day and a half…. Another family did 
not have food for two days. Then the husband went 
out and gathered dandelions and the family lived on 
them.”









• Shanty towns that popped up near all large cities were called 
“Hoovervilles” and the privies “Hoover villas.” 

• The shanty towns and the breadlines that abounded became 
symbols of Hoover’s presidency.



• The Hooverville shanties 
“vary greatly from mere 
caves covered with a piece 
of tin, to weather-proof 
shanties built of packing 
boxes and equipped with a 
stolen window-frame or an 
improved door.  Some have 
beds and one or two a 
kitchen stove rescued from 
the junk heap, though most 
of the men cook in 
communal fashion over a 
fire shielded by bricks in the 
open.  



• “The inhabitants were 
not, as one might 
expect, outcasts or 
“untouchables,” or even 
hoboes…they were 
men without jobs.  Life 
is sustained by begging, 
eating at the city soup 
kitchens, or earning a 
quarter by polishing an 
automobile…”

• “Nearly every town in the 
U.S. has its shanty town 
for the unemployed…the 
largest Hooverville in the 
U.S. is in St. Louis, with a 
population of 1200. 
Chicago had a flourishing 
one, but it was felt to be 
an affront to municipal 
pride and was ordered 
burned.  The inhabitants 
were summarily told to get 
out, and 30 minutes later 
the “homes” were in 
ashes.”



How nice of the 
American people to 
name a shanty town 

after me!



Hoover’s Attitude Problem

• Hoover approached the 
Depression with an 
attitude that many found 
impractical for the 
emotional and physical 
needs of the American 
populace at that time.

• He was willing to use 
federal aid to support 
business, but not for the 
unemployed.

At least 
my dog 
and my 
mom 

like me!




