
primary source from the great
depression
Primary sources from the Great Depression provide invaluable insights into
one of the most significant economic downturns in American history. These
firsthand accounts, documents, photographs, and artifacts help historians and
researchers understand the impact of the Great Depression on various aspects
of society, economy, and culture. By examining these sources, we can gain a
deeper appreciation for the experiences of individuals and communities during
this tumultuous period. This article explores the types of primary sources
available, their significance, and notable examples that illustrate the
challenges faced during the Great Depression.

Understanding Primary Sources

Primary sources are original materials created during the time under study.
They serve as direct evidence of historical events, offering firsthand
accounts and perspectives. In contrast to secondary sources, which analyze or
interpret primary materials, primary sources provide a direct link to the
past. Examples include:

- Letters
- Diaries
- Photographs
- Government documents
- Newspaper articles
- Oral histories

These sources are essential for historians because they offer unfiltered
insights into how people lived, what they thought, and how they responded to
the events of their time.

The Great Depression: An Overview

The Great Depression was a severe worldwide economic downturn that lasted
from 1929 until the late 1930s. It was marked by widespread unemployment,
severe declines in industrial output, and significant drops in consumer
spending. The stock market crash of October 1929 is often cited as the
catalyst for the Depression, although its roots can be traced back to various
factors, including overproduction, underconsumption, and speculative
investments.

The effects of the Great Depression were felt across all aspects of life,
leading to profound changes in American society, politics, and economics. As



a result, a rich collection of primary sources emerged, documenting the
experiences of those who lived through this challenging period.

Types of Primary Sources from the Great
Depression

Several types of primary sources are particularly valuable for studying the
Great Depression. Each type offers unique insights into the experiences of
individuals and communities during this time.

1. Personal Narratives

Personal narratives, including letters and diaries, offer intimate glimpses
into the daily lives of individuals during the Great Depression. These
documents reveal the emotional and psychological impact of the economic
crisis.

- Letters: Many individuals wrote letters to family and friends, describing
their struggles and efforts to survive. These letters often capture the
feelings of despair, hope, and resilience that characterized this period.

- Diaries: Personal diaries provide a day-to-day account of life during the
Depression, detailing the hardships of unemployment, food scarcity, and
social changes.

2. Photographs

Photographs serve as powerful visual documentation of the Great Depression.
They capture the stark realities faced by millions, from breadlines to dust
storms. Notable photographers like Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans documented
the suffering and resilience of individuals, producing iconic images that
resonate with viewers even today.

3. Government Documents

Government documents, including reports and legislation, offer insights into
the policies implemented to combat the economic crisis. The New Deal programs
initiated by President Franklin D. Roosevelt aimed to provide relief,
recovery, and reform. Primary sources such as:

- Legislation: Bills and acts, like the Social Security Act and the National
Industrial Recovery Act, highlight the government's response to the crisis.



- Reports: Investigative reports from agencies such as the Works Progress
Administration (WPA) provide data on unemployment, living conditions, and
relief efforts.

4. Oral Histories

Oral histories are recorded interviews with individuals who lived through the
Great Depression. These interviews capture personal stories and experiences,
providing context and nuance that written sources may lack. Organizations
like the Library of Congress have extensive collections of oral histories
that illuminate the diverse experiences of people from various backgrounds.

Significance of Primary Sources

Primary sources from the Great Depression are crucial for several reasons:

1. Authenticity: They provide authentic voices from the past, allowing us to
hear directly from those who experienced the events.

2. Diversity of Perspectives: Primary sources capture a wide range of
experiences, from affluent individuals to the economically disadvantaged.
This diversity enriches our understanding of the period.

3. Contextual Understanding: They help historians contextualize the economic,
social, and political climate of the era, revealing the complexities of the
Great Depression.

4. Impact on Policy: Analyzing government documents and personal narratives
can shed light on how policies were crafted in response to the hardships
faced by citizens, influencing future legislation.

Notable Primary Sources from the Great
Depression

Several notable primary sources from the Great Depression stand out for their
historical significance and impact.

1. Dorothea Lange’s “Migrant Mother”

One of the most iconic images of the Great Depression is Dorothea Lange's
photograph titled "Migrant Mother." Captured in 1936, the image depicts a
weary mother, Florence Owens Thompson, with her children, symbolizing the



plight of destitute families during this time. The photograph became
emblematic of the struggles faced by many and helped garner support for New
Deal programs.

2. The Federal Writers' Project

The Federal Writers' Project (FWP), part of the New Deal, employed writers to
document American life during the Great Depression. The project produced a
wealth of narratives, interviews, and essays that provide rich insights into
the experiences of diverse communities. The collected works offer a valuable
resource for understanding the cultural landscape of the era.

3. The Dust Bowl Diaries

The Dust Bowl, a series of severe dust storms that affected the Great Plains,
compounded the hardships of the Great Depression. Diaries from individuals
living in affected areas, such as those collected by the Farm Security
Administration, document the environmental and economic challenges faced by
farmers. These diaries highlight the resilience and determination of those
who struggled to adapt to changing conditions.

4. The WPA Slave Narratives

The Works Progress Administration (WPA) conducted interviews with former
enslaved individuals in the 1930s, creating a collection known as the WPA
Slave Narratives. These firsthand accounts provide unique perspectives on
slavery and its aftermath, contextualizing the social issues that persisted
during the Great Depression.

Conclusion

Primary sources from the Great Depression are essential for understanding
this pivotal moment in American history. They provide authentic voices,
diverse perspectives, and valuable context that enrich our comprehension of
the era's complexities. By studying these materials, we can honor the
experiences of those who lived through the Great Depression while gaining
insights into the human spirit's resilience in the face of adversity. As we
continue to analyze and interpret these primary sources, we are reminded of
the importance of preserving history and learning from the past.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is a primary source from the Great Depression?
A primary source from the Great Depression is a firsthand document or
artifact that provides direct evidence about the period, such as photographs,
letters, government reports, or newspaper articles from the 1930s.

How can personal diaries serve as primary sources
during the Great Depression?
Personal diaries serve as primary sources by offering intimate insights into
the daily lives, struggles, and thoughts of individuals living through the
Great Depression, reflecting their emotions and responses to economic
hardships.

What role did government documents play as primary
sources during the Great Depression?
Government documents, such as the reports from the Works Progress
Administration (WPA) or the Social Security Act, serve as primary sources by
detailing the federal response to the economic crisis and the programs
implemented to aid recovery.

Can you give an example of a primary source
photograph from the Great Depression?
An example of a primary source photograph from the Great Depression is
Dorothea Lange's 'Migrant Mother,' which poignantly captures the plight of a
struggling mother and her children, symbolizing the anguish of the era.

What is the significance of oral histories as
primary sources from the Great Depression?
Oral histories are significant primary sources from the Great Depression
because they provide personal narratives and testimonies from individuals who
experienced the era, offering diverse perspectives that enrich our
understanding of the historical context.

Why are newspaper articles considered important
primary sources from the Great Depression?
Newspaper articles are important primary sources from the Great Depression as
they report on current events, public sentiment, and government actions of
the time, helping historians analyze the impact of the crisis on society.
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