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Introduction

Overview

“The people, all the people, must be known, they must be heard,”
proclaimedWilliamT. Couch in 1939 fromChapel Hill. A respected
editor turned part-time government bureaucrat, Couch served as
director of the University of North Carolina Press and the South-
east regional director of the Federal Writers’ Project (FWP).1 As
economic turmoil engulfed the nation, his concern for the region’s
future mounted in tandemwith elected leaders, government work-
ers, and academics. Couch also joined cultural workers across the
United States, such as writer James Agee and photographer Marion
Post Wolcott. They shared a belief in the power of documentary
expression to render visible silenced communities. However, with
crucial interlocutors, including New Deal liberals in the FWP and
sociologists, he troubled over how to “authentically” and “accu-
rately” represent people and their conditions that were honest
about the obstacles faced by the Southwhile challenging depictions
of Southern life as antiquated, depraved, and languid. “Somehow
they must be given representation, somehow they must be given
voice and allowed to speak, in their essential character,” Couch
argued.2

The desire to circulate Southern voices grew out of distress over
how academic sociology and literature intellectuals portrayed the
region. While the former risked reducing people to generalizations
and nameless statistics further obscured by dense academic prose,
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the latter often depicted the region as backward through stereo-
typical characterizations, a theme that federal bureaucrats drew
on to argue that the region could not modernize and move out
of the Great Depression. The stakes heightened as intellectuals
moved between the academy and the New Deal state to identify
and develop solutions. Couch proposed the Southern Life His-
tory Project (SLHP) as a special initiative in the FWP to address
these issues. Government leaders such asHenryAlsberg, state FWP
directors such as Edwin Bjorkman andWilliamMcDaniel, and fed-
eral writers such as Bernice Harris and Ida Moore worked with
Couch to determine how the initiative could best document peo-
ple’s life stories. Relying on the existing state and local FWP offices,
the project employed over 150 federalwriters and editors across the
Southeast. This laudatory experiment in social documentary led
to the collection of over 1,200 life histories in which Southerners
shared their own stories of life during the Great Depression.
Layered Lives: Rhetoric and Representation in the Southern Life

History Project recovers the history of the SLHP and its efforts to
reconfigure the life historymethod.We employ an interdisciplinary
approach that combines close readings of archival material with
computational methods that analyze patterns across the collec-
tion. The digital platform gives readers an opportunity to explore
archivalmaterials and data alongside our argument,which opens up
new forms of reading and interaction in the humanities.We address
five questions:

1. What were the motivating factors that led to the creation of the
SLHP?

2. How did the SLHP come into formation?

3. How did the project come to define the form of a life history,
and who was deemed capable of writing them?

4. Which rhetorical strategies did SLHP writers employ to docu-
ment interviewees’ lives, and howdid these decisions shapewho
was and was not represented?

5. What are the legacies of the SLHP?
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In addressing these questions, we demonstrate key points in the
struggle over what counted as social knowledge, how to represent
social conditions accurately, and who could produce such knowl-
edge. Our digital platform is organized into layers that correspond
to a critical question motivating our analysis.
The organization of our text into layers reflects our methodol-

ogy, which brings together the concept of rhetorical ecology with
the spatial turn and computational text analysis in digital humani-
ties. The rhetorical ecology approach emerged from rhetoric and
composition studies to better understand how types of rhetoric,
notably texts, were invented.3 It calls for a move away from focus-
ing on the thought process of individual writers toward an anal-
ysis of the larger ecosystem in which the writing occurs and the
social processes and power structures that shape such systems.
Rhetorical ecology places the collection of life histories within
a complex ecosystem that includes SLHP administrators, writers,
editors, and institutions, including the academic fields, higher edu-
cation, and government agencies. To demonstrate the extent of
this ecosystem, we turn to the digital humanities.4 While map-
ping serves as evidence and argument about who was represented
and by whom, text analysis through topic modeling and document
clustering demonstrate how people were represented. Along with
revealing our interdisciplinary methodological approach, the use
of layers instead of chapters or sections illustrates how the digital
modality of our text shaped and was shaped by our methods and
form of writing.
The design and navigation of the site is an ecology as well.

Readers will note that their screen is divided into two side-by-
side portions. The left-hand side of the screen contains the Layers
of our textual argument, and the right-hand side displays: Map
Interface and Theme Interface. Readers can engage with this inter-
linking digital text in different ways. The Layers include links that
will adjust the Map Interface and the Theme Interface to match a
specific point in the textual argument.
Additionally, the Layers contain links as well as figures that pro-

vide digital copies of clear archival evidence cited in the argument.



6 Layered Lives

One can select a layer either on the home page or on the menu on
the top right of the interface. The default setting on the right side
is the Map Interface to convey the scope of the SLHP to the reader
immediately. However, readers can explore the Theme Interface
by selecting the button on the top left of the Map Interface. Within
the Theme Interface, readers can explore the collection by topic
models or document clustering. They serve as evidence for the
argumentation in the Layers as well as an approach to access and
discover the SLHP archive held at the University of North Car-
olina at Chapel Hill’s Southern Historical Collection. Connected
and mutually reinforcing, our digital text places data, evidence,
method, interpretation, and argument together through text, image,
and interactive visualizations, demonstrating the ecology behind
our writing and research. For more about the collection, data, and
computation approaches, see Methods.

The Layers

Layer 1: Motivation for the SLHP explores the factors that led
to the creation of life histories by demonstrating how Chapel Hill
became the center of debates over sociological knowledge produc-
tion and how to define the South during the early 1900s. As director
of UNC Press in Chapel Hill, Couch was immersed in ongoing
debates at the time over how to document social conditions most
accurately, including what gets counted as evidence, who are legit-
imate researchers, and how findings should be written. The field of
sociology enjoyed prominence as a powerful intellectual arbiter in
these debates during the 1920s and 1930s, when the social sciences
were forging and institutionalizing their methodological toolkit.
While certain parts of the discipline, such as the Columbia School,
privileged quantitative data to develop generalized social truths,
other parts, such as the Chicago School and Chapel Hill School,
focused on qualitative data of individuals to study specific socio-
logical features. Couch argued that both qualitative and quantitative
approaches obscured the voices of the people by relying on faceless
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statistics or vague abstractions. Instead, he desired to create a new
method of documentation that let the people speak for themselves.
Layer 2: The Formation of the SLHP details how the project

formed within the Federal Writers’ Project. As a New Deal agency,
the FWP was part employment project and part laudatory exper-
iment in federal support of cultural work.5 Shaped by emerging
documentary practices that privileged folkways and institutional
possibilities created by the vast bureaucratic infrastructure of the
FWP, the documentation of “life histories” was Couch’s answer to
the debate between sociologists over how to best capture the real
nature of Southern life.6 To accomplish this project, Couch sent
unemployed white-collar workers, hired as federal writers, across
the Southeast region to interview fellow Southerners about their
lives. The ability to hear from Southerners in their own words,
Couch argued, lent authority and authenticity to their claims about
their conditions.
Layer 3: Defining Life Histories and Qualified Writers turns to

mapping the topology of the interlocutors that shaped the pur-
pose and possibilities of the SLHP through visual and textual forms
of argument. Writers, editors, and administrators negotiated and
forged a new method of social documentation that they believed
could provide a mechanism to understand the challenges of the
American South as articulated by those grappling with the effects
of industrialization and systems of economic and racial inequality.
The experiment led to the development of what Couch framed as
a “new device” of documentary expression called a “life history,”
oral interviews of everyday people’s life experiences from their
viewpoint captured in words by writers.
Yet, the SLHP emerged among a crowded landscape of docu-

mentary projects in the FWP and beyond, which shaped who was
and was not represented. They focused on what they labeled as
the “typical” Southerner, which they defined on the Black/White
racial binary and by occupation. Such a binary was produced by
encouraging writers to avoid collecting life histories from ethnic
and indigenous communities as these groups were not deemed
“typical.” SLHP positioned Southern laborers as perceptive about
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their conditions and shaped by the past and the present to disrupt
stereotypes about the region as uneducated, lazy, and backward. In
the process, the audience for the life histories comes into focus. By
centering the hardships of the White working class through first-
person narrative stories that emphasized the emotional realities of
the everyday experience, they became the voices of the South for
middle- and upper-class White readers primarily residing on the
East Coast. These stories complicated problematic regional stereo-
types but simultaneously erased the brutality of segregation and the
effects of slavery by omitting stories that addressed such important
issues, thereby reifying cultural and structural racism.
The layer then turns to how assumptions about race, gender,

expertise, and proximity shapedwho could be awriter. Rather than
seeking highly disciplined academics, SLHP administrators sought
writers they believed could access the desired communities, lis-
ten, and effectively write the history recounted for a more general
audience. White women writers dominated this process because
of their positionality in Southern society, shaped by gendered and
racialized ideas that White women were better equipped to put
interviewees at ease, record information, and access the domes-
tic spaces in which the interviews occurred. The hiring practices
constituted an opening for White women to hold a key position
in gathering social knowledge. However, African American women
and men were systematically denied such opportunities due to
racist hiring practices that disqualified Black candidates and seg-
regationist beliefs that African American and White writers could
not work in the same office space.
In Layer 4: Rhetorical Strategies and Representation, we iden-

tify the rhetorical strategies used in the life histories that were
developed to persuade readers that they were hearing the per-
son interviewed by using text analysis methods. Writers, editors,
and administrators negotiated a form of the life history designed to
reduce the presence of the writer and center the voice of the indi-
vidual, yet with enough literary flourish to maintain their primary
audience—White, affluent readers who enjoyed cultural, social,
and political power in US society. Centering the interviewee’s voice
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also included using written dialect to help readers “hear” while
they read. However, our analysis reveals that such practices were
used unevenly as written dialect dominated life histories of African
Americans butwas usedmore sparingly amongWhite interviewees.
Such stark differences demonstrate how a nearly all White writing
staff relied on Jim Crow sensibilities to create images of African
American interviewees that conformed to the expectations of the
White middle-class intended readership.

Enduring Legacies

The SLHP, together with other regional units of the FWP, pro-
duced nearly 10,000 interviews nationwide, constituting one of
the nation’s largest first-person narrative collections.7 However,
over 80 years later, few have ever heard of the Southern Life
History Project’s groundbreaking project or the significant effect
on shaping ideas of what counted as social documentation, col-
lective memory, and regional identity. For two brief years, the
SLHP offered a different direction for social documentary. They
attempted to reconfigure what counted as data and evidence about
social conditions, believing that numbers and percentages could
tell only part of the story. The richness of individual stories, as told
from the interviewees’ point of view, offered another lens into soci-
ety. They were “human” in a way that statistics could not capture.
As we look today to numbers and big data as a privileged form of
knowledge about our world, recovering the history of the SLHP
offers an opportunity to analyze an earlier moment where there
were animated debates about how and if numbers could help us
understand each other during a time of great economic, cultural,
and social turmoil. Looking back, we can see that our debates are
not new but rather a part of a long history about how we know
what we know and the role of data, statistics, and point of view in
shaping how we understand pressing social issues.
In aggregate, Layered Lives demonstrates an entangled story

about: how the life histories, as a new form of documentary evi-
dence concerned with capturing authenticity, contested existing
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approaches to producing sociological knowledge and public mem-
ory; the role that gender, class, and race played in negotiating these
new methods; and how this genre of social documentary helped
to shape notions of what it meant to be an American and a South-
erner during a time of political, social, and economic unrest. While
we address these themes, there are many exciting directions to
understand the SLHP, which readers can see by moving through
exploratory interfaces or by analyzing the Life Histories Data Set.
We invite readers to pose and answer questions of their own. We
hope that by moving through this digital text, readers will see how
our argument unfolds in new ways made possible by combining
innovative methods with new affordances of the digital medium.

Situated Knowledges

As with the layers, rhetorical ecology also allows us to acknowl-
edge and position ourselves. We bring together a range of theories,
methods, and ways of knowing that shaped our training and areas
of expertise. Courtney Rivard specializes in rhetoric and compo-
sition and explores the intersection of archival rhetorics and femi-
nist studies. She is particularly interested in how digital protocols,
such as categorization, indexing, and tagging practices, rhetorically
shape notions of race, gender, and national belonging in archives.
Lauren Tilton is trained in documentary studies and draws on dig-
ital methods to produce evidence and convey scholarly arguments
about US culture and society. Taylor Arnold is trained in the field
of data science. His work applies and develops corpus-based tech-
niques to study how messages are communicated through texts
and visual media. Together, we engage with the digital humani-
ties to bring together our ways of approaching scholarship, from
applying computational models to text data to close reading in the
physical archives to study the history, methods, and cultural work
of the Southern Life Histories Collection. Because this project is
transdisciplinary, we delve further into how rhetorical studies, doc-
umentary studies, data science, and digital humanities shape this
project.

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.3865765
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Rhetorical Studies

We begin with rhetorical studies, broadly conceived as “the study
of producing discourses and interpreting how, when and why dis-
courses are persuasive.”8 Rhetoric is often figured in popular cul-
ture in a negative light as if it is not “real” and “authentic,” but
only about persuading or convincing someone of something by
any means possible. However, as Kenneth Burke, one of the most
prominent rhetorical scholars of the 20th century, who not by coin-
cidence lived and wrote during the same period of concern in our
study, argues, “wherever there is persuasion, there is rhetoric. And
wherever there is ‘meaning,’ there is ‘persuasion.’ ” 9 For Burke
rhetoric is the study of howmeaning is produced,which necessarily
requires persuasion; therefore, rhetoric is constitutive of producing
the very notion of what is authentic.
Rhetorical studies offer a number of theories to understand how

meaning is produced throughwritten texts, performance, speeches,
art, images, or any type of communication. These theories involve
close analysis of how a rhetor (the agent of the rhetoric) produces
rhetoric. For example, how does a rhetor establish their credibility
or ethos? How does a rhetor constitute, invent, and frame the audi-
ence they aim to persuade? What is the situation or exigence that
led to the creation of the rhetoric and the constraints that frame
what is possible? How does the modality (digital, oratory, bodily,
etc.) affect the rhetoric? These same questions that help to analyze
how rhetoric is produced can also be used to craft rhetoric more
effectively, which is why many scholars emphasize composition
along with rhetoric.
While theories that focus on the rhetor, the audience, and the

text are important, they cannot be analyzed in isolation because
they each play a part in producing rhetoric, often in dynamic and
systematic ways. For this reason, the theory of rhetorical ecology
emerged in the 1980s to attend to how rhetoric was the result of
“dynamic interlocking systems which structure the social activ-
ity of writing.”10 We draw on this theory of rhetorical ecology to
demonstrate the systems involved in producing the genre of life
histories. As we show, life histories were the result of complex
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historical conditions, competition between different projects, con-
flicting ideologies held by different administrators, conceptions of
an American audience, interpretive decisions by individual writ-
ers, perceptions of and by interviewees, and structures of power
inherently linked to notions of race, gender, and class. Rhetorical
ecology helps us attend to the impact of these interlocking systems
on the production of life histories.
With the theory of rhetorical ecology, we also draw on feminist

rhetorical historiography in our methodological approach. Gain-
ing prominence in the 1990s, feminist rhetorical historiography
emerged as a response to absences and silences within the sub-
field of the history of rhetorics. History of rhetorics is concerned
both with the historical emergence of the study of rhetoric and
applying rhetorical theory to historiographic methods. However,
these histories and methods all too often reinscribe histories and
power relations that center White male agents of rhetoric by privi-
leging particular kinds of evidence.Many scholars questioned these
approaches, resulting in a “critical shift from historical subjects
to historical production itself.”11 This shift brought attention to
archival methods and archival structures, leading to studies con-
cerned with analyzing how archives could not be understood “as
a passive receptacle[s] for historical documents and their ‘truths,’
or a benign research space[s], but rather as a dynamic site[s] of
rhetorical power.”12

Central to these studies were feminist rhetoricians concerned
with developing newmethods to recover voices that have been his-
torically silenced.13 Among these scholars is K. J. Rawson who has
argued for methods that work to “queer the archive” by destabi-
lizing “normative archival practices.”14 Digital methods are often
heralded as having such destabilizing possibilities. However, Gra-
ban cautions that digital methods must go beyondmere digitization
to avoid digitizing “analogue desires” that “remain stuck in a notion
of recovery that privileges cumulative advantage” at the expense
of more complex histories.15 She argues that combining archival
metadata and data visualization with a critical feminist rhetorical
perspective can offer alternatives to mere recovery work.
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Layered Lives takes up this call to use digital methods to visualize
archival metadata alongside close readings of archival material and
computational text analysis. These visualizations offer new ways
of seeing the SLHP archive that focus on how the intersections of
race, gender, and class inform the emergence of the project and
the composition of life histories. In so doing, our metadata visu-
alizations reveal that White women were the most prolific writers
in the project, recovering a history that has never been discussed
before. However, their roles and relationship to the interviewees
that they wrote about were complicated by power structures that
they both resisted and perpetuated. Through close reading and
computational text analysis, such complications come into view.
White women were able to write the vast majority of life histories
by using gendered assumptions about their “natural” ability as sym-
pathetic listeners and accurate recorders of information to their
advantage,while simultaneously supporting principles ofwhiteness
that diminished the abilities of Blackwriters and presented a notion
of Southern identity as following along a “color line” in which inter-
viewees who were defined by their gaze as neither Black or White
were not given much attention in the project.

Documentary Studies

Next, we situate this project within documentary studies. A promi-
nent area of concern is how documentary production shapes cul-
tural, political, and social belonging in the United States. Specifi-
cally, scholars have demonstrated how documentary work is a tool
of power.16 Part of this power is produced through documentary
claims to truth telling and capturing reality, theorized by medium
such as film and photography by scholars including Bill Nichols
and William Stott. As part of this work, scholars have identified
the 1930s as the era that documentary emerged as a genre for rep-
resenting social life and therefore a new and powerful category
for cultural production. Scholars such as Jonathan Kahana, Paula
Rabinowitz, and Trinh Minh-Ha have focused on the politics of
representation, asking us to consider who is chosen as the sub-
ject of documentary and why, how they are represented, and who
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controls this documentary work.17 These questions are central to
Layered Lives and inform our analysis of the entangled relationship
between medium, scope, representation, and power that shaped
the SLHP.
At the same time, our work is part of a recent turn to consider

how a narrow definition of documentary may be limiting how we
understand the cultural and social work of documentary. This shift
has been led by Sonnet Retman who argues that to understand
the impact of documentary expression in the 1930s, we must con-
sider how cultural expression does not often neatly fit into a single
genre.18 Drawing on the work of Wai Chee Dimock, she states
that two hybrid genres developed during the era that challenged
documentary’s claim to the real and authentic and offered a space
for critique of the “folk,” an idea that was being used to define
who was and was not an “authentic” member of the nation. Our
work is a part of this shift to reassess the contours of documen-
tary and the 1930s.19 Jerrold Hirsch’s Portrait of America is one
of the only pieces of scholarship to study the SLHP as a unique
initiative within the FWP.20 The book celebrated the SLHP by sit-
uating it within a story of American pluralism. On the other hand,
ourwork challenges this framing by comparing and contrasting how
the project configured its goals in contestation rather than com-
plementing other FWP projects and the larger ecosystem of social
documentary. We also build off of Catherine Stewart’s analysis of
the Ex-Slave Narrative Project in Long Past Slavery that examines
the writing process of the narratives to look more closely at the
understudied Southern Life History Program. Like Stewart, who
illuminates the agents in the creation of the ex-slave narratives,
we also focus on the writing process of the life histories, but do
so by centering rhetorical theory and documentary studies to look
at how debates over documentary methods led to the life histories
program.
Layered Lives expands the debate about documentary work

in the era. Rather than understanding the Southern Life History
Program, and the larger Federal Writers’ Projects documentary
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projects, as a drive toward romantic nationalism and cultural plural-
ism, as historian Jerold Hirsch has argued, we focus on the debates,
particularly over method, that caused FWP projects to define their
scope along geographical, racialized, and gendered lines.21 We
track how efforts to document Americans through life histories
became a site of active negotiation between three ways of repre-
senting social life—anthropology, folklore, and sociology—to forge
a different kind of documentary work. Focused on the present
rather than the past, lived experiences instead of folk tales, and
qualitative over quantitative evidence, the writers listened to peo-
ple describe their circumstances and then wrote their life histories.
Building on research on the debates over social science knowl-
edge, our project also historicizes arguments about the relationship
between qualitative and qualitative research and the kind of data
necessary to understand people’s lives.22 This shows how different
interviewers deployed different practices and how their practices
impacted how Americans were documented. Since the FWP was
about documenting America, it also became a site that determined
who counted as a part of the nation. Looking closely at how peo-
ple were represented reveals how communities were included or
excluded.

Data Science

The field of data science also shaped our exploration of the rhetor-
ical work of the SLHP. While identified as an independent field
of research only within the past decade, core foundational ideas
of data science were first formulated in the 1960s and 1970s by
John Tukey. In his seminal work Exploratory Data Analysis, Tukey
stressed the need to “[look] at data to seewhat it seems to say.”23 He
argued that identifying new insights from data requires the use of
data visualization techniques and a move away from emphases on
models grounded in mathematical formalisms. Extending Tukey’s
call to formulate hypotheses through graphical methods, scholar-
ship by, among others, Jacques Bertin, Leland Wilkinson, William
Cleveland, Nadieh Bremer, and Shirley Wu have argued that data
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visualizations can stand on their own as forms of knowledge cre-
ation and argumentation.24 These ideas permeate the data analysis
in our project, which centers graphical displays overlaid on a map
and relatively simple tables and summary statistics.
Critical to data science is attention to how data is created and

how this shapes which questions and areas of inquiry one can and
cannot pursue. Central to our approach has been D’Iganzio and
Klein’s call for data science to approach this work through the lens
of data feminism, which thinks critically about the role of power,
data, and categorization. We pair their approach with Jessica Marie
Johnson’s call to pay attention to the history of quantification,
specifically cautions about the enumeration of Black life.25 In the
the Methods, we delve further into data construction. Our process
is attuned to systems of power produced through data construction
with attention to race and gender.26 Along with shaping how we
created the data, their theories and cautions shaped our approach
to text analysis.
Drawing on existing text analysis methods, we further work on

how computational text analysis can reveal characteristics about
genre and theme.27 We apply multiple forms of textual analysis to
model a multimodal analysis of textual discourse. Topic modeling,
particularly after collapsing noun phrases, shows the perpendicu-
lar structure of the themes and subjects at stake in the narratives.28

Comparing phonetic edit distance to an English corpus, we iso-
late and analyze the use of dialect in the narratives.29 Finally,
by isolating particular parts of speech using document clustering,
we explore patterns about the kinds of language evoked in the
corpus.30 In particular, we demonstrate how document cluster-
ing can disrupt computational evidence that risks reifying rather
than identifying and disrupting problematic rhetorical practices
in the SLHP. Our approach blends more traditional text analysis
methods (i.e. topic modeling) with methods that are less common
in digital humanities scholarship (i.e. document clustering), and
demonstrates how expanding our computational approaches can
facilitate rhetorical studies and documentary studies.
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Digital Humanities

Finally, the project is positioned within the digital humanities
(DH). As an area that brings computational methods to bear on
the humanities, DH shapes the methods, evidence, and form of
scholarly communication. Turning primary sources into “human-
ities data” has been met with resistance, and, as Miriam Posner has
stated, been “a necessary contradiction.”31 Debates have ensued
over whether computational methods can even produce the evi-
dence necessary for humanities scholarship, with one of the most
recent flashpoints being the dismissal of such methods by Nan Z.
Da in Critical Inquiry.32 We see our work as moving beyond this
tired debate about if computational methods can be evidence to
questions about which methods and what kinds of evidence they
produce. While “distant reading” approaches in digital humanities
have been applied to many literary works, there is relatively min-
imal comparative analysis on archival sources and oral histories.
Key to figuring out which methods are appropriate for which kind
of primary sources is working with experts in computational meth-
ods. As Arnold and Tilton have argued in theDebates in the Digital
Humanities series, statistics is central to DH and why wewanted to
not only draw on statistical methods butmodel how a trained statis-
tician is central to DH scholarship.33 We not only hope that this
project demonstrates how collaboration across divisions such as
“humanities,” “science,” and “social science” can lead to new schol-
arship, but also how the “technical” expert is central to this kind of
work and should be credited accordingly, as a co-author.
We also draw on a long legacy of projects in the digital humanities

that have made use of digital forms to convey scholarly knowledge
such as early examples like University of Virginia’s Valley of the
Shadow to contemporary examples like University of Richmond’s
Renewing Inequality. Where this project departs is the combina-
tion of substantial textual argumentation with archival evidence
and interactive data visualizations. Rather than toggling between
different pages, the project offers a clear, explicit textual interpre-
tation with embedded images of the archival source alongside the
computational interpretation of the data through a text analysis
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visualizer and an interactive map. The text, primary sources, and
computational evidence is literally on the same screen. In so doing,
we are also modeling a shift called for by the subfield of digital
history. In the co-authored “Digital History and Argument,” over
25 scholars identified new approaches to historical argumentation
made possible by digital forms and called for their recognition by
the field.34 Our project offers a blend of more traditional argu-
mentation (i.e. text) with newer forms (i.e. interactive visualizations
such as graphs and maps) in order to model how multiple forms
of argumentation further scholarship. Moreover, we show how
scholarship can make arguments (i.e. the layer) while leaving space
for readers to explore the data and ask new questions (i.e. the
interactive map and open access data).
Finally, we turn to our positionalities. As scholars trained and

steeped in these respective fields, we brought together our areas of
expertise to collaborate and co-create across disciplinary bound-
aries. This project has not always been easy. Three authors with
substantially different training working together to refine the
project and find a shared voice was a challenging task. Peer review-
ers offered generous, supportive, and pointed feedback pushing us
to weave our voices together into a single theoretical framework
that was made stronger by the multiple strands of scholarship from
rhetoric and composition, documentary studies, data science, and
the digital humanities. We have worked to realize their feedback,
even amid a global pandemic. There are inevitably analytical pos-
sibilities that we, as White scholars situated in the United States,
have not explored that those with other kinds of training as well as
affective, locational, and embodied ways of knowing would bring
to such a project. All data is open access. All code is open source.
We look forward to future scholarship that continues to push the
boundaries of interdisciplinary, collaborative digital scholarship.
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Introduction

During the 1920s and 1930s, the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill became an epicenter of debates about how to create
sociological knowledge by identifying and addressing the problems
of the South.1 As the institution of higher education aspired to
become a national research university and an intellectual leader
in the region, the opportunity to address the region’s cultural,
economic, and social conditions was led by two increasingly pres-
tigious institutional units: the University of North Carolina Press
(UNC Press) and the Institute for Research in Social Sciences
(IRSS). William “Bill” T. Couch, who took the reins of UNC Press in
1925 and became director in 1932, published work that did not shy
away from the South’s problems, demonstrating that reflexive, crit-
ical scholarship could come fromwithin the region. Regularly pub-
lishing work by acclaimed sociologist Howard Odum and the IRSS,
Couch began to question if academic prose driven by statistics ade-
quately communicated the challenges of the region to scholarly
and popular audiences. He worried that it often failed to accurately
represent the actual lives of the people being documented.
The stakes of the debate heightened with the Great Depres-

sion, which placed the American South under a microscope. The
region’s economic precarity combinedwith a culture of segregation
further cemented the region’s reputation as anti-modern, back-
ward, and impervious to progress; questions about the region’s
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fitness for full inclusion and citizenship abounded.2 How to
assess and represent the challenges of the region became a central
debate.3 Two warring schools of intellectual thought framed the
academic and literary representations of the South.4 The Agrari-
ans, based at Vanderbilt University, romanticized a return toWhite,
rural, folk culture arguing sociological scholarship was the hand-
maiden of Northern intellectuals bent on the erosion of Southern
traditional values. Howard Odum and his UNC-Chapel Hill col-
leagues, on the other hand, advocated for systematic, scientific
studies of the region through fieldwork conducted by experts so
that solutions to social problems could be identified. The evidence
constructed a region that was distinct due to its regional culture but
also a part of modernity and therefore the nation, earning them a
reputation as advocates for “the New South.”
Couch and UNC Press offered another angle on the debate.

Attuned to the literary marketplace, Couch understood that
readers—who were primarily White, urban, affluent, and held sig-
nificant social and political power in US society—were eager to
learn about the region. UNC Press, he argued, should be at the cen-
ter of releasing cutting-edge scholarship about the South, for the
press and its authors were best positioned to produce academically
rigorous intellectual work. They should not be “inoffensive” books
or hyperbolic literature but ask difficult and challenging questions,
he contended.5 Rather, they should be books that offered a lens
into the region, often aided by a sociological bent.
While Couch appreciated scholarship that offered sociological

knowledge, especially that concerning the southern region, writ-
ten for a broader public, he questioned the field’s quantitative turn
in the early 20th century. He did not believe that faceless, general-
ized statistics in dense academic prose effectively communicated
the conditions in the region. An ardent believer that the South
had much to offer the nation, which would only improve if the
region addressed their serious issues, he set out on amission to find
more ways to document and understand the region. The New Deal
would open up an exciting opportunity to put ideas into action. This
layer explores the larger historical context and academic debates
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in Chapel Hill that led to Couch’s idea of the Southern Life History
Project (SLHP).

Welcome to Chapel Hill

Paving Franklin Street was just one sign of a town on the rise in
the 1920s. Chapel Hill was growing as the state’s flagship univer-
sity expanded and approved over a million dollars in construction
projects.6 Half a million was designated for Graham Memorial
Hall, a student union intended to serve as the center of student
life. Named after the president of UNC during World War I, the
building’s name and prominence signaled the university’s aspira-
tions. Edward Kidder Graham had sought to transform UNC into
a research university that, as he stated, “would emphasize the fact
that research and classical culture rightly interpreted are as deeply
and completely service as any vocational service.”7 His emphasis
on the pursuit of study and research in the liberal arts was shaped
by contemporary debates about the goals of the modern university.
UNC, he argued, should become a preeminent research univer-
sity committed to molding students with a concern for the public
good.8 To realize these goals meant building the necessary infras-
tructure, and UNC had plans to expand southward from Franklin
Street rapidly.
While the freshly paved street on which a generation new to

car ownership drove Model T’s was a Southern booster’s dream,
the main thoroughfare offered daily reminders of the social order.9

UNC and Chapel Hill leaders’ aspirations were shaped by racial-
ized and gendered understandings of who constituted the public.
Segregation defined Southern life, and Chapel Hill was no excep-
tion. While African Americans had built and maintained a great
deal of the campus since its creation in 1789 and were continually
employed in domestic and labor-intensive work such as cooking
and cleaning, theywere denied entry into the classroom. In fact, the
state would go as far as to offer scholarships for young Black men
to attend institutions like the University of Michigan rather than
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Figure 1
University of North Carolina boys in their car in front of the post office in Chapel
Hill, North Carolina, 1940 Marion Post Wolcott, 1940. University of North Carolina
boys in their car in front of the post office, Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Negative.
Farm Security Administration—Office of War Information Photograph Collection
(Library of Congress).

desegregate.10 Chapel Hill’s and the state’s flagship university’s
aspirations and challenges were indicative of the era.11

The Southern Research University

The 1920s heralded a cultural shift made possible by postwar eco-
nomic prosperity, an expanding consumer culture, and increasing
progressive social mores.12 The accouterments of modernity such
as cinemas and radios multiplied in urban spaces as millions of
Americans moved from the countryside. New South boosters were
also eager to advertise the region’s embrace of certain trappings of
modernity, including participation in commercial markets in rural
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areas, small towns, and cities alike, a process that was well under-
way during the late 1800s.13 Trains connected small towns across
the South to a national and global economy, while the introduc-
tion of cars changed Southerners’ relationship to mobility. While
eager to advertise certain kinds of modernity,White power brokers
were less eager to advertise the Jim Crow laws designed to shore
up segregation and maintain White supremacy, which became a
distinguishing feature that earned the South a reputation for being
exceptional. The calls for modernization were also echoed inside
of Southern universities where intellectual elites argued that well-
respected institutions of higher education were a sign of progress.14

Efforts throughout the 1920s to raise the profile of UNC as a
research university were part and parcel of modernization. Admin-
istrators and researchers shared the belief that those who actually
resided in the region should have a say about its conditions.
UNC Press was the first university press established in the South,

and just three years after its creation, Bill Couch took its reins. Over
his next 20 years at the press, Couch transformed the publisher into
one of the leading university presses in the nation, helping to ful-
fill the UNC administrators’ goal of establishing the state flagship as
one of the top research universities in the South. Couch fulfilled
the administration’s goal of scholarly research by dedicating the
press’s focus on the social, economic, and intellectual well-being
of the Southeast region. The way the press used its pages to pub-
lish research on the South reveals conflicts over who could publish,
what counted as scholarly knowledge, and for whom to publish at
UNC and throughout the region during the tumultuous times of the
Great Depression and the reign of Jim Crow. In many ways, these
conflicts of thought also played out in Couch’s own life.
Couch spent the first 17 years in rural Virginia, where his father

earned a living as a local Baptist preacher. Seeking financial stabil-
ity, the family moved to Chapel Hill in 1917 when his father decided
to turn in the collar for the plow. Young Couch worked on the
family farm, which floundered, and then was briefly employed by
the Southern PowerCompany beforematriculating at UNC-Chapel
Hill in 1920. However, his tenure was brief, and he joined the Army
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Figure 2
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill’s Wilson Library, which opened
in 1929. The photo was taken in 1939 by Marion Post Wolcott on assignment
for another New Deal unit, the Farm Security Administration Historic Division.
Marion Post Wolcott, 1939. Part of the campus, University of North Carolina,
Chapel Hill, Orange County, North Carolina. Negative, Farm Security Adminis-
tration, Office of War Information Photograph Collection (Library of Congress),
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2017801953/.

as World War I raged. He returned to UNC-Chapel Hill two and
a half years later and became involved in the student publication
Carolina Magazine. Couch was still an undergraduate when he
caught the attention of university librarian and UNC Press director
Louis RoundWilson, thanks to his work as editor ofCarolinaMag-
azine. Recognizing an opportunity to shape intellectual thought,
Couch became acting director whenWilson became suddenly ill.15

No small task for a 24-year-old.
Young, assertive, and constantly walking a fine line between

boorish, arrogant, and visionary, Couch brought an intense interest
in the region’s working class, shaped by his upbringing on a farm.
More broadly, he was passionate about the future of the South,
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Figure 3
A formal portrait of William “Bill” T. Couch. “William T. Couch (1901–1989),” Car-
olina Story: Virtual Museum of University History, accessed January 20, 2022,
link.

https://dc.lib.unc.edu/cdm/ref/collection/vir_museum/id/471
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which required understanding its contemporary social conditions,
an ideal project for a press charged with publishing cutting-edge
scholarship on the region. This sociological interest, paired with
a commitment to Southern liberalism, placed him directly in con-
versation and at times contestation with acclaimed scholar Howard
W. Odum and his newly formed institute next door, the Institute for
Research in Social Sciences.

A Center for Sociological Knowledge

Odum was indicative of the research aspirations of the univer-
sity, yet his job title reflected its past: university President Harry
W. Chase recruited him in 1920 as the Kenan Professor of Soci-
ology. Odum’s appointment signaled an institution in flux as his
research was at odds with William Kenan, the name behind this
endowed chair. Born in North Carolina, Kenan was a Confederate
Civil War veteran and served briefly on UNC’s Board of Trustees.
He later became infamous for his participation in the Wilmington
Massacre of 1898 in which White leaders in the Southern Demo-
cratic Party led a coup d’état against the local government that
resulted in the murder ofWhite and Black citizens and harkened in
a repressiveWhite supremacist government.16 Odum’s progressive
research combined with an endowed professorship named after
this unapologeticWhite supremacist was emblematic of conflicting
impulses within the university.
Born in Georgia, Odum received a BA from Emory College in

1904, an MA from the University of Mississippi in 1906, a PhD
in psychology from Clark in 1909, and a PhD in sociology from
Columbia University in 1910. He taught at the University of Geor-
gia and then served as dean at Emory College from 1919 to 1920
before arriving at UNC.17 His research agenda used scientificmeth-
ods to study folklore and music of the South and was marked by
a progressive approach to race relations. His progressive stance
was largely informed by the friendships he made while conduct-
ing research with African American communities.18 Odum was
in a position of power as an endowed professor in charge of the
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newly formed Department of Sociology and of the School of Pub-
lic Welfare, which would become known as the School of Social
Work.
In 1924, Odum opened the Institute for Research in Social Sci-

ence (IRSS), which would bring together and build the careers of
some of the most important scholars of social life of the 20th cen-
tury, including Arthur Raper and Rupert Vance. The creation of
IRSS (which eventually would be renamed the Odum Institute in
its founder’s honor) signified an important investment in scholarly
inquiry about social relations in the South and helped tomodernize
the newSouth through intellectual thought that championed liberal
ideas in politics and race relations.19

IRSS scholars published hundreds of books and articles, mostly
through their journal Social Forces and the UNC Press, both of
which Odum helped launch in 1922.20 Odum and Couch recog-
nized that their organizations were not only positioned to be local
thought leaders but to shape how the nation understood the region.
Moreover, IRSS’s funding was critical to the financial solvency of
UNC Press and, consequently, made Odum a powerful voice in the
direction of the university press, which often placed him in direct
conflict with the fellow White Southerner almost two decades his
junior. The stakes of their agreements and disagreements height-
ened as bureaucrats, intellectuals, and the broader public debated
the future of the South during a time of economic, cultural, and
social turmoil that severe global economic depression exacerbated.

The Great Depression: A Nation in Turmoil

The financial crash on October 24, 1929, which became known
as Black Thursday, had been decades in the making. While the
economy grew after the depression of the 1890s and World War I,
recurring economic panics following the Civil War served as regu-
lar reminders of the US banking system’s vulnerabilities.21 Already
feeling the impact of global agriculture markets as prices waxed
and waned, conditions for agricultural workers only worsened.
The nation’s history of settler colonialism resulted in US citizens
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Figure 4
Families migrating from Oklahoma to New Mexico during the Great Depression.
Dorothea Lange. Drought refugee families from Oklahoma on road to Roswell, New
Mexico, to chop cotton. Near Lordsburg, New Mexico. 1937. Negative, Farm Secu-
rity Administration, Office of War Information Photograph Collection (Library of
Congress), link.

pushing westward, colonizing native people’s lands, and pursuing
agriculture on precarious ground.22 Overfarming millions of acres
of land and drought left their plows still, and by the 1930s millions
of people were migrating in search of subsistence.
Despite the signs, the general sentiment of the Coolidge and the

Hoover administrations was that laissez-faire economic policies

https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2017769977/
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were working. Government intervention in business and financial
markets was curtailed as taxes were reduced, and isolationism was
the proclaimed strategy for foreign policy, even as the US signifi-
cantly meddled with and reshaped Latin America. Hoover planned
to continue the course until Black Thursday reminded the nation
that its financial institutions remained on precarious ground. Years
of unsustainable speculative capital resulted in the crash of the
stock market and an economic crisis that quickly moved across
the Atlantic. The exigencies of agricultural markets, world war,
and capitalism meant too little too late to prevent environmental
and economic destruction.23 By 1932, unemployment surpassed 12
million.24 The ripple through the economywould leave almost one
in four Americans unemployed. Millions of Americans were chal-
lenging Hoover’s approach to governance and looking to sign up
for a different path.
Central to national debates about how to end the depression

were questions about the role of the federal government and its
ability to care for its citizens. By the timeRoosevelt came into office
in 1933, he was a seasoned veteran of US politics and attuned to
the changing will of Americans. His election was built on his strong
rebuke of 1920s laissez-faire policy and embrace of Progressive
Era commitments such as the federal government’s active role in
spurring, regulating, and reforming American labor and business.
Roosevelt’s administration advocated for extensive federal inter-
vention in the economy and providing social services to alleviate
the effects of the depression. Such policies were possible because
of a shift in the nation’s willingness to expand federal power if
it meant relief and reform. Exactly how the government should
intervene, which branches of the government had authority for
which tasks, and which policies and reforms to implement and for
whom occupied national debates. The expansion of federal reg-
ulatory power through an activist government that regulated the
economy and society became a central tenet of his administra-
tion’s signature policies known collectively as the New Deal and
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its underlying political philosophy as New Deal liberalism. Intel-
lectuals from academia, including Couch and Odum, were active
participants.

The Great Depression: Problem of the South

In the South, the Great Depression exacerbated an economymired
by exploitative agricultural and industrial capitalists who created
poor working conditions, offered low wages, and used the logic
of White supremacy to maintain power. Intellectuals, including
Couch and Odum, argued over how to assess and understand the
impact of global depression on the region and which paths would
best alleviate the conditions, a debate informed by a fraught rela-
tionship between federal intervention and the region’s White lead-
ership. Federal government leadership and Northern intellectuals
alike understood the region as lagging behind the rest of the nation.
Seen as impervious to change, the South came under a microscope
as stereotypes abounded of an anti-modern, depraved, and une-
ducated region. The South’s economic woes, seen as exceptional
and pervasive even by contemporary standards, combined with a
culture of segregation enforced through Jim Crow laws and spec-
tacular racial violence, left questions about the region’s fitness for
full inclusion and citizenship.25

The Great Depression further animated regional debates about
the character and future of the South among intellectuals resid-
ing in the region’s universities. The entanglement of the New Deal
state and literary market with academics meant scholarship from
academia impacted government policy and ideas about the region.
Couch and Odum sought to position themselves at the center of
these regional debates through the scholarship that they produced.
While they argued for different approaches to understanding social
conditions in the region, both were liberal progressives who were
critical but still supportive of modernization. Neither was eager to
romanticize Southern “tradition.” Their positioning placed them
in debate with a powerful set of intellectuals based at another
Southern university on the ascent, Vanderbilt University.
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Figure 5
A segregated bus station in Durham, North Carolina, in 1940. Jack Delano. Bus sta-
tion in Durham, North Carolina, 1940. Farm Security Administration, Office of War
Information Photograph Collection (Library of Congress), link.

Southern Agrarians versus Regionalists

Questions about how to provide relief to and reform the South
spurred a deep rift in academic and literary thought, provoking the
intellectual community into twowarring schools of thought: South-
ern Agrarians and Regionalists. Agrarians were best represented
through Vanderbilt University academics John Crowe Ransom,
Allen Tate, and Donald Davidson. Their 1930 manifesto, I’ll Take
My Stand, renounced modernization through industrial capitalism.
“The younger southerners, who are being converted frequently to
the industrial gospel, must come back to the support of the South-
ern tradition,” they wrote, adding that “they must be persuaded to
look very critically at the advantages of becoming a ‘new South’
which will be only an undistinguished replica of the usual indus-
trial community.”26 Looking to save “traditional Southern life,” they
advocated for a return to agrarian life and the “culture of the soil.”

https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2017747600/
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Such calls for a return to traditional values were made without any
discussion of the institutionalized systems of slavery that shaped
such “tradition.”
Southern Agrarians also felt that Northern progressive thought

had infiltrated university halls in the South with their ideas about
modernization through industrialization and consumerism. They
particularly turned their scrutiny toward the emerging field of
sociology. Agrarians argued that sociological scholarship, much
of which was published by UNC Press, aided in the erosion of
Southern traditional values. Davidson saw “the sociologist [as] the
twentieth-century successor to the nineteenth-century abolition-
ist. A disturber of the peace and the status quo, he abhorred the
concrete, the organic, the religious, and preferred the abstract, the
theoretical, and the scientific. Indeed, so blinded by charts, tables
and statistics was he that he could not see the flesh and blood
individual.”27

As the poster child for sociology and an advocate of “the New
South,”HowardOdumandhis UNC-ChapelHill colleagues became
the Agrarians’ chief opponents and symbolized the regionalism
school of thought.28 Many of the “Chapel Hill Sociologists,” which
they were labeled, may have grown up and worked in the South,
but they were not reactionary romantics of the Old South like the
Agrarians. While Odum and his colleagues saw great problems in
the region, they advocated for systematic, scientific studies of the
region so that solutions to social problems could be found, rather
than calling for a return to tradition as did the Agrarians.
Though Odum is often referred to as the founder of this soci-

ological approach of regionalism that centered scientific data to
address social problems, his work along with his colleagues is
directly indebted to W.E.B. Du Bois and the Atlanta School. Du
Bois began working at the Atlanta Sociological Laboratory in 1897
at what is now known as Clark Atlanta University. Under Du Bois’s
direction, the lab was the first to collect what was understood as
objective, scholarly data about Black communities in the South.29

Their pioneering sociological methods produced data that chal-
lenged racist pseudoscience representations of Black communities
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and suggested improvements.30 Despite this much earlier and sig-
nificant advance, DuBois is rarely credited as the creator ofmodern
American sociology, regional methods, or the sociology of the
South.31

While Odum did not center Du Bois’s studies in his own work,
he drew on many of his ideas, which guided the development of
UNC’s Institute for Research in Social Science. Odum believed
that addressing the many problems of the South began with bet-
ter understanding its unique regional culture. He argued, “Cata-
loging the traits of the South was the first step toward merging the
region with the rest of the nation while maintaining its distinctive
culture.”32 Therefore, his studies were dedicated to this endeavor
of cataloging all types of Southern traits, including folklore, health,
technology, and eating habits. His studies painted a dismal pic-
ture of an impoverished South in need of economic and cultural
reform. To remedy these problems, Odum argued for adapting agri-
cultural ways of lifewith industrial life to create a “ ‘new equilibrium
between rural and urban’ ” in order to better integrate into the
larger nation.33 Additionally, he called for improving “race rela-
tions through education” but did not go as far as to call for an end
to segregation.34

Couch and the Ecosystem of Publishing

Amid this debate between Agrarians and Regionalists, Couch came
into his intellectual own. While he was distressed over the por-
trayals of the region as backward and retrograde, Couch did not
desire to romanticize or call for a return to “traditional Southern
life” like the Southern Agrarians. He believed that romanticizing
the region was as unproductive as vilifying the region, for neither
helped to identify the very real issues that left millions in poverty
nor the possibilities for reforms. He worried that such facile and
tired stereotypes of the region risked characterizing the South as
beyond reform and change. Instead, he argued that an empha-
sis on authenticity and realism would hold a mirror up to the
South, forcing it to acknowledge the social conditions of the region,
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which included class animosity spurred by industrial capitalism,
a social order maintained by racial violence, and economic con-
ditions often producing poverty. Publishing cutting-edge work of
scholars whowere experts in assessing social conditions to reshape
the debate and characterizations of the region became a raison
d’être for Couch and UNC Press, helping to produce a cultural shift
on two fronts. First, the press showed that Southerners themselves
possessed a critical lens about the region, eventually publishing
over 450 titles under Couch’s tutelage. Second, the press actively
reshaped how the nation understood the region, rather than simply
following or responding to others. The efforts were not just local or
regional.
UNC Press participated in a larger growing ecosystem of com-

mercial and university presses shaping how intellectuals, policy-
makers, and the reading public understood the South. The com-
mercial book industry grew substantially in the 1920s and 1930s,
led by some of the most prominent publishing houses such as
Houghton, Macmillan, and Viking and magazines such as the New
York Times, Atlantic, and Nation. Centered in New York City, the
commercial publishing industry’s primary audience was theWhite,
urban middle, and upper class. While sales slowed, book publish-
ing actually maintained a solid footing during the 1930s. One area
that caught the attention of publishers, critics, and readers was the
South. The publishers noted consumers’—mostly bourgeois White
consumers residing in urban communities—interest in the exotic
and “Other” places and people outside of their social and cultural
milieu. In many ways, such an interest helped spur the Southern
Literary Renaissance.35

Importantly, the commercial book industry did not shy away
from work that addressed issues in the South, much to the cha-
grin of the Agrarians who saw Southern presses as complicit in
the erosion of Southern values. Agrarian champion Donald David-
son railed against the “great Northern offensive of the 1920s,”
which began during theHarding administration and aimed to attack
“Southern life and its characteristic institutions.” He argued that:
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This attack [was] more abusive and unrelenting than anything the
Southern states have experienced since the last Federal soldier was
withdrawn from their soil. In the nineteen-twenties there was no
single institution, like slavery, upon which attacks could be cen-
tered. They had a vaguer objective in the so-called backwardness,
or “cultural lag,” of the South. The Northern Press, with all of the
Southern Press that takes its cue from New York…unanimously
agreed that the South [was] guilty of numerous crimes against
progress.36

Picking up Davidson’s argument, George Tindall, a fellow agrarian,
surmised that this great Northern offensive largely promulgated by
publishers ultimately painted “an image of the benighted South, a
savage South of racial hatred and religious fanaticism.”37

Entering the literary marketplace were books by scholars such
as Howard Odum, who identified and addressed the South’s prob-
lems, novelists such as Erskine Caldwell and Grace Lumpkin, as
well as magazine articles on the very topics these books discussed,
such as mill workers’ labor struggles and the conditions of tenant
farming.38 As a result, the commercial press became a site where
reformist messages that called for changes to oppressive conditions
in the South, such as racial violence, poverty, and the industrial-
capitalist order, took precedence over agrarian romanticism. These
publishers were the precise Northern presses that the Agrarians
railed against as they saw the presses as demonizing the South and
its culture.

Publishing Scholarship about the South

While there had been fits and starts in the United States, the early
1900s saw the ascendency of university presses with the rise of
the research university. Though commercial publishers were pub-
lishing more books about the region, they were still few and far
between compared to the scholarly output of Southern academics,
which UNC Press harnessed. By the 1930s, academic publishing
through a university presswas in vogue. Institutions like JohnsHop-
kins University argued that knowledge should not be limited to
those who could participate in the daily life of the university but
rather should be more accessible to the broader public.39 One
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mechanism of disseminationwas publishing. However, commercial
publishers knew the audience for scholarly works was marginal,
particularly regarding potential profits. On the other hand, univer-
sity presses were nonprofits and had major institutions, some of
which would become the most affluent nonprofits in the world by
the 21st century, behind them.
WhenCouch took the reins of UNCPress, hewas unamusedwith

the university press landscape. Looking to court rather than shy
away from contentious and controversial topics and ideas, Couch
viewed other university presses as safe and cautious. “There is
much in them which should be a warning and an example to us,”
he stated, adding that “if the University Press, like Harvard or Yale,
is to devote itself to bringing out nice inoffensive books—perfect
examples of modern scholarship—it seems to me that the legisla-
tive gentlemen who protest at our expenditures have a real reason
for their protests.”40 If anything, Couch believed the press should
be more critical to further rigorous intellectual thought about the
region.41 Publishing could be a form of intellectual activism, and
playing it safe was a conservative stance that silenced rather than
fostered intellectual inquiry.42 Such a philosophy helped turn UNC
Press into an intellectual leader known for publishing accessible,
innovative, and often contentious scholarship, but put Couch reg-
ularly at odds with his board of directors and university leadership,
including Howard Odum.43

While Howard Odum and Couch’s relationship soured over
time, Couch valued the cutting-edge research on the social and
economic problems of the South coming from the Institute for
Research in Social Science. UNC Press became their publish-
ing house, printing 31 books from the institute between 1924 and
1934.44 Acclaimed sociologists Arthur Raper and Rupert Vance
produced studies on areas including social relations, labor relations,
government, and Southern history.45 Arthur Raper’s The Tragedy
of Lynching (1933), for example, used case studies to illustrate the
prevalence of lynching, describe how White Southerners justified
this form of vigilante violence, and explain the cultural and eco-
nomic impact of lynching on the region.46 Reviewing the book in
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the Journal of Negro History, Rayford W. Logan offered praise for
the book calling it “one of the most notable contributions to the
literature about America’s greatest shame” and noted that such a
book came from a Southern press. Hewrote, “Ofmore than passing
interest is the fact that a book so condemnatory of the South should
be published by the University of North Carolina Press, although
this is by no means the first time that this publishing house has
brought out books that do not portray that section as the domi-
cile of chivalry.”47 Works like Raper’s garnered acclaim and ire for
the IRSS and UNC Press.
Like Odum, Couch shared a concern for the region’s signifi-

cant challenges. Odum, alongside university leadership, including
President Harry W. Chase and prominent faculty such as Edwin
Greenlaw, founded UNC Press with visions that the press would
be the center of intellectual life in the region by addressing criti-
cal concerns. However, the rift between Odum and Couch began
to grow as time passed. Complicated by the press’s initial financial
dependency on the IRSS, Odum and Couch increasingly disagreed
over audiences and what kinds of knowledge could reveal the
region’s challenges. It did not help that Couch was disinterested in
the quantitative turn underway in sociology, spurred by the field’s
interest in securing a position as a science. Couch believed in com-
municating to a broader audience than academics, necessitating a
strategy other than dense specialized prose or faceless statistics.48

After all, he was earning a national reputation for publishing some
of the most influential scholarship on the region because of his
belief that books should be accessible to a range of audiences.49

An Opportunity

Couch noticed an opportunity to intervene in the larger liter-
ary market by publishing works that could appeal to a broader
reading public that had stoked the Southern Literary Renaissance.
Readers and Southern writers were no longer solely wading in
the violent and stale waters of Southern exceptionalism and Lost
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Cause romanticism. They were looking for fresh, realistic, and crit-
ical perspectives on Southern culture and society. Yet, Couch had
developed reservations about the work produced as a part of the
Southern Literary Renaissance. He was concerned that its focus
on fiction did not fully capture the conditions of the South or the
lived realities of its people. UNC Press, he reasoned, was posi-
tioned to reach the same audience with books that were grounded
in rigorous scholarly inquiry written in inviting nonfiction prose.
With national reputations and success in their respective areas,

the rift between Couch and Odum grew even deeper. While Couch
was persuaded by sociology’s focus on social systems that led to
societal problems, his skepticism of the very way sociology pro-
duced knowledge mounted. He understood the reliance on statis-
tics rather than thick description as obfuscating the lived realities
of people. However, he saw more promise in sociology’s method
known as case history, which analyzed a single person’s life in
detail, but that method, too, had its problems. Case history usually
focused on people identified as deviant and left little room for the
subject’s own assessment of their life. Moreover, regardless of the
method, Couch believed that scholarship in sociology purposefully
produced prose that was less accessible to a more general public,
which represented a significant shortcoming inmotivating the pub-
lic to address identified social problems. Couch was troubled over
how to effectively convey the social conditions of the region and
the complexities of life in the South, when a new door opened.
Roosevelt’s administration engaged in an incredible expansion

of federal power to bring about relief, reform, and recovery from
the Great Depression. Cultural workers, including intellectuals and
writers, would become part of the New Deal through a new agency
called the Federal Writers’ Project (FWP), established in 1935.
Couch quickly rose through the ranks. The rise of theNewDeal and
the FWP shaped Couch’s efforts to remake sociological knowledge
about the South by giving him and his colleagues an opportunity to
produce a new method of documenting and writing that centered
the people’s perspective. By 1936, a little over a year since its cre-
ation, the FWP offered another institutional structure, the federal
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government, alongside the university and UNC Press, to experi-
ment and realize a newmethod at the intersection of literature and
sociology for understanding the region.
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Introduction

Debates emanating from Chapel Hill over how to understand, doc-
ument, and represent the South took on new urgency as the effects
of the Great Depression continued to ripple throughout the nation
and the world. In most cases, the challenges were not new. Issues
such as exploitative agricultural economies, industrialization, and
unemploymentwere exacerbated but not new features of American
society. The need to understand and alleviate these social issues
took on new urgency with the Great Depression, a problem the
Roosevelt Administration hoped to solve through the New Deal.
Against this backdrop emerged the Federal Writers’ Project

(FWP). This New Deal agency pursued documentary projects as
part employment and part laudatory experiment in federal sup-
port of cultural work. They entered the fore over how to doc-
ument and communicate people’s “real” conditions in the US.1

Who should be documented, how they should be documented,
and why they should be documented were key questions that ani-
mated Couch when he joined the Southeastern region of the FWP
in 1936.2 Shaped by emerging documentary practices that privi-
leged folkways and institutional possibilities made possible by the
vast bureaucratic infrastructure of the FWP, the documentation of
“life histories” was Couch’s answer to the debate between Odum
and other sociologists over how to best capture the real nature of
Southern life.3



44 Layered Lives

To accomplish this documentary project, Couch sent unem-
ployed white-collar workers, hired as federal writers, across the
Southeast region to interview fellow Southerners about their lives
and thereby shape their own identity while communicating local
and regional challenges. The ability to hear from Southerners in
their own words, Couch argued, lent authority and authenticity to
their claims about their conditions. Since garnering university sup-
port was a tall task, in part due to Odum’s skepticism about the
project, Couch utilized his position in the FWP to launch the life
histories project. By engaging in questions about how best to cap-
ture, document, and analyze social conditions, Couch, UNC, and
theNewDealwould shapewhat counted as sociological knowledge
and the role of public institutions in the process.4

The NewDeal

As Couch and Odum debated how to assess and address the needs
of the South, government officials inWashingtonwere rapidly pass-
ing new legislation to alleviate the effects of the Great Depression.
With the support of his prominent advisors, known colloquially as
the “Brain Trust,” Roosevelt paired his executive order power along
with the legislative power of Congress to implement a series of poli-
cies that were, he stated, “a new deal for the American people.”5

They reasoned that full recovery required support services that
aided those struggling and laws that reformed the very systems that
led to economic turmoil. What followed was a series of programs
and regulations designed to offer relief while offering reforms that
would lead to recovery.
The First NewDeal (1933–1934) focused on providing immediate

relief through banking and monetary reform. Along with reforms
such as moving the United States dollar off the gold standard, the
government began to regulate securities at the federal level and
require disclosures that helped assess the health of the banks, such
as gains and losses. Relief was significantly directed at agriculture
and providing aid to farmers. The Farm Security Administration
paid farmers to put away their plows to raise agriculture prices.
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Figure 6
President Roosevelt signs the Social Security Bill, 1935 (New York World-Telegram
and the Sun Newspaper Photograph Collection, Library of Congress), link.

At the same time, infrastructure projects like the Rural Electrifica-
tion Administration and Tennessee Valley Authority were designed
to modernize rural life and create jobs. Developing further relief
programs, the Second New Deal (1935–1936) focused on American
workers—creating jobs, providing social security, and improving
labor relations. The federal government served as the nation’s
largest employer, hiring in sectors as disparate as highway con-
struction and theater performance. The Works Progress Admin-
istration (WPA), founded in May 1935, led the way by employing
millions of mostly White Americans to labor on public works. As
such, the federal government demonstrated the nation’s strength
as it led the recovery.
While the WPA is often most remembered for its public works

such as roads and dams, white-collar workers were also in need
of work, especially writers, artists, and other cultural workers who

https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/00649636/
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began advocating for relief, including the creation of unions.6 For
example, the Author’s League, established in 1917, joined forces
with the Unemployed Writers’ Association (UWA), a new organi-
zation founded in January 1934 in response to the depression, to
lobby Congress to develop a national plan to employ writers. Frus-
trated by what they saw as partial gains, a subset of members of the
UWA became the Writers’ Union.7 Other writers picketed in the
streets to be included in the WPA.8 To what degree such unions
directly impacted government policies remains an open question.
Still, there is no denying that organizing helped bring attention to
the plight of cultural workers.9

At the same time, there were bureaucrats who valued cultural
workers’ labor; some argued that all types of workers deserved
access to federal resources, while others recognized the cultural
power of harnessing cultural work. Franklin Roosevelt, for exam-
ple, supported such efforts because artists needed to live, too.10

Others argued that writers were able to highlight and therefore cel-
ebrate American life during a crisis of confidence in the nation.11

Whether driven by providing equal opportunity for employment or
using art to celebrate national pride, bureaucrats came together to
support employing cultural workers.

The Founding of theWPA

Among these savvy and empathetic bureaucrats who recognized
cultural workers as deserving support was one of Roosevelt’s
trusted New Deal leaders, Harry Hopkins, head of the Federal
Emergency Relief Act (FERA) from 1933 to 1935. His philosophy
toward economic relief was to match the skills of those on relief
with work opportunities that fit their skill sets, so he ordered sur-
veys to assess the occupations of relief recipients. Among the ranks
were white-collar workers, including writers and artists, who were
left out of the state-run relief programs that equated work with
manual labor.12 An artist laying piling for a building was as much
of a mismatch as a construction worker painting a mural in a city
hall. Rather, he reasoned, employment opportunities should reflect
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the occupations of those on relief. He scoured his network to find
successful models for national-level cultural worker programs.
Conditions changed in August 1934 when Hopkins’s former

college classmate, Hugh Harlan, joined the Newspapers Writers’
Project for Los Angeles County. Professional writers were hired
to write histories, conduct sociological studies, and craft reports.
Over half of the writers left for full-time employment, consid-
ered a resounding success. FERA leaders Jake Baker and Arthur
“Tex” Goldschmidt used the program’s success as well as ideas from
advocacy groups, such as the Writers’ Union, to outline poten-
tial national programs within FERA that included commissioning
projects for public institutions, hiring Black writers, interviewing
ex-slaves in Ohio, and documenting America’s folklore, which was
understood to be vanishing.13

When Baker asked Henry Alsberg to join FERA in mid-1934 as
supervisor of reports and records, he, too, liked the idea of awriter’s
project.14 Alsberg had matriculated through elite schools in New
York City, including Columbia, which he entered at 15 years old and
stayed for law school. Alsberg was among many Columbia gradu-
ates who entered the ranks of New Deal leadership, but his path
was not a clear one into government service. After deciding that
neither law nor academia was for him, he became a foreign corre-
spondent and returned stateside to New York City. A writer and
supporter of theater, he circulated in leftist circles and counted
among his friends Alexander Berkman, Emma Goldman, and Issac
Don Levine. While accounts of Alsberg’s manner suggest his per-
sonality was more bohemian than bureaucratic, he enjoyed great
respect from colleagues who had ascended into powerful roles
within the New Deal state.15 Once he joined FERA, he was able
to shape policy and direct resources, which he did by focusing
his attention on how the government could support cultural work-
ers, particularly writers. He would soon count Couch among his
colleagues and confidants and lend his support to collecting the
Southern Life Histories Project.
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TheWPA Sets-Up Federal #1

In 1935, FERA was replaced with two new federal agencies—
the Works Progress Administration (WPA) and the Social Security
Administration. Hopkins was tapped to lead the WPA in 1935 and
brought with him his care for cultural workers; such a commitment
was important because the WPA had appropriated over $4.8 bil-
lion ($90 billion in 2019): 6.7 percent of the nation’s GDP.16 WPA
focused on employment, which marked a shift in New Deal pol-
icy from funding relief rolls to providing steady jobs with wages
established by the government. Like FERA, the focus was on pub-
lic works, particularly infrastructure such as buildings and roads.
However, withHopkins at the helm, theWPAquickly sought to add
programs for white-collar workers and procured hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars earmarked for these efforts. The monies were sent
to the WPA over other agencies, such as Public Works Administra-
tion, due to the creation of Federal Project Number One (Federal
#1).
Under the Works Progress Administration, Federal #1 employed

over 40,000 creatives in art, music, acting, and writing under five
projects: Federal Art Project, Federal Music Project, Federal The-
atre Project, Federal Writers’ Project (FWP), and the Historical
Records Survey. The Historical Records Survey began as a part
of the FWP but became a separate project in 1939 as the FWP
came under increased scrutiny. Having only a small percentage
of WPA employees—only 40,000 of the 8.5 million who worked
for the WPA—the cultural impact of Federal #1 was anything but
insignificant.17 Scholars agree that the effort was among the largest
and most influential government-led and -administered efforts
to support and shape cultural production in the United States.18

Thanks to the support of Alsberg, the life histories project would
flourish under the FWP and provide, from Couch’s point of view,
needed autonomy from UNC and Odum.
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Creating the Documentary Decade

While the structural conditions of the New Deal enabled Couch
to find a home for the Southern Life History Project within Fed-
eral #1, these formations were also shaped by particular cultural
conditions. Labeled by scholars as the “documentary decade,” the
1930s was when cultural workers experimented with documen-
tary representation.19 Documentary came inmany forms, including
aurally over the radio and writing and images in books, news-
papers, exhibitions, and films. Documentary enjoyed claims that
it accurately represented a reality that gave it political and cul-
tural salience. Listeners could tune into radio documentaries to
hear from people in their own words, while readers could turn the
pages of a documentary book for thick descriptions that conveyed
actuality.20 The indexicality of photography and film lent images
a claim to the real that gave documentary authority and power.21

Documentary—as a genre, form, and idea—was understood as a
powerful representation of reality during the period.22

Documentary’s ascent was largely due to the necessities of the
era. Questions abounded about how to understand and commu-
nicate the effects of the Great Depression. In areas such as mass
media and the federal government, cultural workers looked for
methods tomake visible and authentically represent contemporary
conditions. The need to communicate the toll of the depression led
to documentary expression in forms such as film, photography, per-
formance, andwriting. One prominent areawas the literarymarket.
The publishing industry enjoyed the success of documentary books
like You Have Seen Their Faces by Erskine Caldwell and Margaret
Bourke-White.23 However, it was not only the belief in documen-
tary’s ability to assess and render visible the effects of the Great
Depression that elevated its status, but also its privileged position
for rendering truthful depictions of actuality that could “authenti-
cally” document daily life. The Southern LifeHistory Projectwould
draw on the cultural power of documentary in the 1930s.
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The Power of Social Documentary

“Social documentary,” in particular, caught the imagination of
Americans, making it a prominent genre and cultural form that
enjoyed legitimacy and authority. While exact definitions of social
documentary remain an open debate, the concept in the 1930s
meant work that focused on documenting social conditions.24 This
idea was shaped by over 40 years of social documentary pho-
tography best known through the work of people like Jacob Riis
and Lewis Hine, known for images of New York City tenements
and of child labor in factories, respectively. Moreover, cultural
workers believed that emphasizing the everyday hardships that
Americans experienced during the Great Depression as authentic
and true had the power to reveal the roots of the social problems
that caused these harsh conditions. Such an approach could effect
meaningful and significant social change.25 Couch shared these
commitments by positioning life histories as a form that could doc-
ument the challenges of life in the South directly through the voices
of those impacted, with the added benefit of helping policymakers
and scholars identify necessary reforms. The federal government’s
embrace of documentary allowed for this configuration of life
histories to flourish.
The belief in the power of social documentary strongly impacted

New Deal agencies, which embraced the documentary impulse.
Photographers were employed in departments such as the Civil-
ian Conservation Corps and National Youth Administration.26 The
Farm Security Administration’s Historic Division, for example, was
initially chargedwith documenting the need for and success ofNew
Deal relief services as a project; it collected hundreds of thousands
of photographs and became one of the most famous documentary
photography projects of the 20th century.27 Government agencies
sponsored documentary films such as Pere Lorentz’s The Plough
That Broke the Plains for the Resettlement Administration.28 The
Federal Writers’ Project embrace of what would be called the
Southern Life History Project (SLHP) followed in line with such
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projects, but in new ways that challenged collection methods and
writing genres.

The Federal Writers’ Project

Although smaller than its counterparts in Federal #1, the Federal
Writers’ Project (FWP) was established on July 27, 1935, under the
direction of Henry Alsberg. The project’s main goal was to employ
white-collar workers such as historians, librarians, and writers to
produce cultural products, including tourist guide books, oftenwith
a focus on the unique traits of the nation.29 Project directors under-
stood that they were able to shape ideas about American culture
and belonging, so they set out to create a national culture that
embraced pluralism.30 Writers documented everyday life across
the nation and included some of the most prominent authors of the
20th century, such as Ralph Ellison, Zora Neale Hurston, and Studs
Terkel.While the FWPwas under constant scrutiny from conserva-
tives, the project garnered praise from cultural influencers. As one
writer for theNew Republic wrote, within the New Deal programs,
the FWPmay be “ ‘the most influential and valuable of them all.’ ”31

Paradoxically, it was the financial and institutional flux of the
FWP rather than stability that made the SLHP possible. The nexus
of its struggles was with the American Guide Series, which became
the raison d’être of the agency and one of its most famous projects.
Premised on the mobility provided by newly affordable automo-
biles and the success of guidebooks in Europe, FWP administrators
reasoned that carefully researched andwritten guides could inspire
Americans to “See America” by enticing them to explore the inter-
esting stories and beautiful vistas that were in their own backyard.32

For a nation fractured by the failures of the Great Depression, the
Guidebooks became a site to celebrate the state and regional dif-
ferences that made up America. Each book comprised a part of a
symbolic national library, which collectively provided a portrait of
a nation.33 Such guides were intended to celebrate a new pluralis-
tic vision of America while helping the economy recover through
consumerism.
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Figure 7
A booth at the Ohio State Fair in 1937 exhibiting the work of the Ohio FWP.
Ohio Federal Writers’ Project. Ohio State Fair, Columbus, Ohio. 1937. Ohio History
Collection, link.

Officially launched in 1936, the hopeful promise of the project
caused it to quickly expand to include plans for books about
regions and cities with over 400 volumes, many of which featured
descriptive essays on topics such as history, labor, and social habits
as well as tours designed to be taken by automobile. The FWP
administration believed that the magnitude of research needed to
complete the Guidebooks required a tiered approach. City offices
were created to research local history and culture, state bureaus
coordinated the local efforts and served as editors, and the cen-
tral headquarters in Washington, DC, oversaw the whole project.
While state directors could suggest projects, all initiatives and goals
had to be approved by the administrators in the nation’s capital.
Thismultitiered structure grew quickly, employing over 6,000 peo-
ple within the first year. However, the system also created tension

https://ohiomemory.org/digital/collection/p267401coll34/id/6132
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among the different stakeholders at each level who often disagreed
over who was best fit to determine what constituted local culture
and how to represent it: an institutional challenge the SLHP would
have to navigate.
It was in these conflicts over authentic culture and representa-

tion that the intended audience of the Guidebooks became clear:
middle- and upper-class White Americans who had the funds to
travel to “see America.” The suggested tours and discussion of local
cultures in the Guidebooks often used stories of “local color” to
exoticize immigrants and African Americans, as well as erasing how
people of color could (and could not) travel through these Amer-
ican routes—a testament to the culture of segregation of the era.
The Negro Motorist Green Book, created in 1936 by Victor H.
Green & Company, brings the racialized lens and audience in stark
relief.
African Americans used these “Green Books” not as a celebration

of American pluralism but as savvy strategies to navigate violent
terrains of whiteness tomove safely throughout the United States.34

The erasure and exoticizing of race and culture in the Guidebooks
became a dominant trope due in large part to the reliance on local
Whitewriters and the exclusion of AfricanAmericanwriters, which
was often a source of tension among local offices, especially in the
South, and at the central headquarters in Washington, DC, which
housed the FWP’s Office of Negro Affairs.35 The audience identi-
fied by the American Guide Series would mostly go unquestioned
in the SLHP; however, what the SLHP would not embrace was
a celebratory tale of American progress and pluralism given the
economic systems of inequality that shaped Southern life.36

Launching the SLHP

The opportunity to create the SLHP came during the reorganiza-
tion of state bureaus under regional offices in 1937. The FWP sought
to streamline the reporting hierarchy to expedite the completion
of the Guidebooks and to reduce the ever-growing number of con-
flicts between state-level workers and Washington. FWP officials



54 Layered Lives

were particularly keen on speeding up the process to get theGuide-
books to print as there was growing discontent by many politicians
over the costs of such New Deal projects. It was in this reshuffling
that Henry Alsberg brought Couch into the project.
Couch’s editorial prowess and vast network of acclaimed writ-

ers and scholars quickly gained him recognition from Washington,
especially from Alsberg. Because of his far-reaching knowledge
of the Tar Heel state’s culture and history as director of UNC
Press, Couch was called on to consult on North Carolina–focused
projects, ultimately leading to his position as the associate direc-
tor of the North Carolina Writers Project. With the reorganization
of the FWP, Couch moved into a central leadership position as
the regional director of the Southeast states, including Alabama,
Georgia, Florida, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, and
Virginia, at the bequest of Alsberg.37 With one foot in the fed-
eral government and one foot in academia, as the director of the
South’s most prominent press, Couch was in a position to pursue
a new approach to documenting social lives. His approach helped
to move the Southeast region of the FWP away from the Ameri-
can Guide Series, which used the genre of travel guides to create
authorial expertise about place and culture, towhat he saw as a new
literary genre. He would come to call this genre “life histories” as
they relied on Southerners’ own stories about their lives to portray
ideas about the culture of the South.
While Couch shepherded the Guidebooks with great care in his

new role, his passion was identifying and solving the problems of
the American South, which was not the goal of Guidebooks that
aimed to celebrate and entice readers to celebrate America through
leisure and consumerism. Instead, Couch was interested in inter-
vening in debates over how to capture and document social life
that emerged from sociology’s use of numbers and statistics often
procured through surveys; folklore’s privileging of firsthand sto-
ries; anthropology’s method of ethnography; and the increasingly
broad category of “social documentary” used by artists and authors.
Couch questioned howfields such as sociology reduced social con-
ditions to statistics and thereby squandered an opportunity to share
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people’s experiences through narrative storytelling written for a
broader reading public.38

He was also critical of folklore’s romanticization of the quo-
tidian at the expense of investigations of larger structural social
issues, a process that he saw as often reducing people’s lives to
nostalgia and quaint folkways that reified the anti-modern and
simple-minded stereotypes of the region. While he was persuaded
by the descriptive writing that ethnography used to document a
subject’s surroundings, he felt this method privileged the voice of
the scholar over the research subject. In line with social documen-
tarians, he argued that new methods were needed to accurately
illustrate people’s lived realities, and for him, this meant combining
academic concepts with literary expression to identify the condi-
tions of the South in order to assess how to address the region’s
challenges. Therefore, Couch quickly began to use his position and
political capital to advocate for the creation of just such a new
project in the FWP.
“Somehow they must be given representation, somehow they

must be given voice and allowed to speak, in their essential charac-
ter,” Couch argued. If they could speak, he reasoned, communities
could help reshape how the nation understood them. In order to
capture the voice of the people in their own words, he proposed
that the FWPdevelop a newmethodof social documentation called
“life histories” that could then be used to document the voices
of Southerners. He believed that such stories would be of great
interest to a general readership already primed by the literary mar-
ketplace to purchase stories about the South. Unlike the Southern
Literary Renaissance, though, life histories could paint a richer and
more nuanced picture of Southern life that, Couch hoped, could
spark the type of social change he saw as necessary to address the
issues challenging the region.
According to Couch, these stories would offer “a human point of

view” through written narratives that revealed the interviewee as
a “living person who has a past and present” rather than reduced
to a few data points in a series of statistics that treated “subjects as
abstractions” as often practiced by Institute for Research in Social
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Sciences (IRSS) scholars and the quantitative School of Sociology.39

The life histories could then be published by UNC Press, just like
the North Carolina Guidebook. “It is clear to anyone who has had
experience in presenting materials to the reading public, namely
the publisher or editor of a newspaper or the head of a publishing
firm, that material of this kind will be of interest to the public and
will be read if it is made available in good form,” Couch wrote with
confidence.40

Life Histories

While Couch’s relationship with Odum had soured by 1938, in large
part due to intellectual differences, he did not categorically dis-
miss the social sciences.41 Rather, Couch believed in the goals of
the field, but not the methods in which to document social condi-
tions. While often based on mixed methods such as case studies,
interviews, and social surveys, the broad generalizations published
by sociologists overlooked, according to critics, an opportunity to
capture social truths about a community through the vividness and
intimacy of individual stories. In order to seize such an opportu-
nity, Couch argued “life histories” should not just be data for social
scientific generalizations about communities but a way of knowing
communities that would be available to the broader public.
He drew inspiration for the life histories fromRupert Vance, who

began as Odum’s doctoral student and moved to a faculty posi-
tion in the IRSS alongside Odum. In Human Factors in Cotton
Culture: A Study in the Social Geography of the American South,
Vance argued that “the warmth of emotional interest in the South
has as far as possible been restrained by an appeal to the cold and
impartial fact. It must be admitted, however, that the great human
nexus surrounding cotton culture is too intricate to be set forth
adequately by statistics and cases.”42 Vance used a case studies
approach to counter the flattening of cultural complexity produced
through statistical generalizations that reduced people to averages
and (stereo)types. To create such “emotional interest,” Vance wrote
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Figure 8
First page of the 1938 memorandum from Couch regarding proposed plans for the
life histories. “Memorandum Concerning Proposed Plans for Work of the Federal
Writers’ Project in the South,” July 11, 1938. Folder 1087 in the Federal Writ-
ers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical Collection, The Wilson Library,
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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detailed, third-person stories about a number of his research sub-
jects that were then used to argue about the ways that “cotton
culture” structured Southern society.
One case study above the others captured Couch’s imagina-

tion, which, interestingly, Vance did not conduct himself.43 Vance
adapted journalist Ben Dixon MacNeil’s interview with an “ordi-
nary poor white tenant,” published in the Raleigh News and
Observer on September 25, 1921, into a case study under the
pseudonym “John Smith.” In his book, Vance argued that the inter-
view was an “unusual type of feature story” for a newspaper and
that an article written by a nonsociologist made “a vivid presenta-
tion of one human factor in cotton.”44 However, the story was seen
as exceptional by Vance as it was unusual for those without socio-
logical training to create the type of story that could be considered
evidence in a sociological study. Classifying the story as excep-
tional provided Couch with further evidence that the sociological
gazewas too abstract and distant to accurately and intimately docu-
ment the lives of everyday people, particularly the working class.45

Nevertheless, the value of the story to Vance proved to Couch that
an individual’s history and contemporary conditions—written with
nonacademic prose by persons with no sociological training—were
of value to academia. Writers from other fields such as reporting,
like MacNeil, were a better fit to write for a broader public.
Couch used John Smith’s case study as an archetype, rather than

as exceptional, for the SLHP. In outlining the new project to FWP
writers, he explained that “no one has attempted to collect such
material purely for its human interest, purely for the value of accu-
rate portrayals of individual lives.”46 His attention to accuracy in
portrayal led Couch to call this new type of methodological writ-
ing “life histories” as opposed to “case studies” or “case histories.”
While case studies and case histories were common qualitative
methods in sociology, life histories were not widely used except
among the Chicago School of Sociology. Couch disliked case stud-
ies and histories because they often created a composite view or a
vague abstraction of people rather than focusing on a single per-
son’s life. On the other hand, life histories did focus on a single
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individual, but did so only to document deviance, which Couch
believed was a significant shortcoming. He explained,

Life histories have had a partial use heretofore for special pur-
poses in sociology and social work. In sociology, the use has been
restricted usually to segments of persons’ lives used to illustrate par-
ticular problems, such as juvenile delinquency, adult criminality,
and marital frictions. In no case, however, has the method been
applied to representatives of the great body of people, allowing
each person to tell his own story as it appears to him, including
all those details which while deemed non-essential for sociological
generalizations, nevertheless, portray in the realest sense the nature
and quality of a man’s living…While not important for social diag-
nosis, these discarded details may well be the ingredients that color
the man’s life as an individual. In this sense, life histories are what
the social worker hears before he begins to select what he deems
relevant and necessary. [underline original]47

Therefore, Couch aimed to reconfigure life histories in three
important ways. First, FWP life histories did not focus on the
deviant or maladjusted, but rather “representatives of the great
body of people.”48 Second, life histories should center the perspec-
tive of the interviewee subject, allowing that person to define what
was important in their own life. Third, a life history was not to be a
300-page report but constructed to attract and keep the attention
of the more general public interested in understanding how people
lived.
Central to this conception was that federal writers, who were

not trained sociologists or social workers, should collect the life
histories. Rather than creating life histories to prove or disprove
a particular point, which is what he understood as Vance’s pri-
mary goal, writers were instructed to capture “a human point of
view corresponding closely with the point of view of the journal-
ist,” Couchwrote.49 As journalists, thewriterswere to simply report
back what they heard through informal interviews. From memory,
the writer would then write a narrative that included the person’s
oral history along with a description of their current conditions.50

As one set of instructions stated, “In order for the interview to be
successful, you should put at ease the person with whom you are
talking and let him ramble on. Then you should hurry home and
make your notes.”51 Because of this method of careful listening and
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privileging of the interviewees’ voices, life histories served as a pre-
decessor of a method that would become known as “oral history.”
However, in the writing style Couch encouraged, which instructed
writers to occupy the gaze of a journalist to document compelling
stories primarily featuring the interviewee’s voice, the life histories
truly became unique. We delve further into the writing style and
the rhetorical implications in Layer 4.
Asking writers to report back what they heard did not mean

that the writers let the interviewee “ramble” without guidance.
The life history’s primary distribution mode was to be books by
topics including broad categories such as Southern life and more
specific topics such as mill workers. Moreover, interviewers were
given questionnaires that covered topics such as family and labor,
which were to be treated as a general guide and not a checklist
so that interviewers could respond to the natural direction of the
conversations. The books and the questionnaire’s sociological bent
informed the themes covered.

PrivilegingWork in Life Histories

Couch’s ambitions for the SLHP were extensive as he desired to
forge a new genre while offering a picture of the South. In a let-
ter to Alsberg outlining his plans, Couch wrote that material similar
to Vance’s case histories “ought to be collected from every South-
ern state, from all types of tenants, sharecroppers, share renters,
and renters, and ought to include all the most important types of
farming.”52 Along with sociologists, he and the SLHP employees
were joining a wealth of cultural workers, from journalists such
as Jonathan Daniels, writers such as Erskine Caldwell, and pho-
tographers such as Marion Post Wolcott, concerned during the
documentary decade with depicting the rural Southern (and most
oftenWhite) working class by capturing their “authentic” and “real”
conditions.53 While photographers from the acclaimed FarmSecu-
rity Administration (FSA) photography unit used cameras, Couch
called the life histories “word pictures” and joined academics and
journalists who relied on the pen, typewriter, and printing press.
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With the SLHP, Couch added the FWP among the institutions
placing a microscope over the region.
Steeped in current debates over what to document and how,

Couch quickly expanded the scope to other significant economic
sectors, including mill workers, lumberers, miners, fishermen, and
service occupations, and topics such as eating and drinking habits,
health and disease, and recreational facilities.54 His extensive list
of topics represented the areas of social life that he and a plethora
of researchers on the region, many of whom were published by
UNC Press, saw as the greatest issues in need of remedy. Shar-
ing the decade’s concern with working-class (and mostly White)
labor, Couch’s particular focus was documenting the lives of work-
ers in the South by occupation, which emphasized the centrality of
labor and positioned subjectivity as based on work. Such position-
ing provided the SLHPwith amuch-needed niche among themany
documentary projects in the FWP as Layer 3 will discuss in much
greater detail and worked against tired stereotypes characterizing
residents of the South as lazy, idle, and unproductive.
Such stereotypes were fueled by President Roosevelt’s declara-

tion in July 1938 that “the South presents right now the nation’s
No. 1 economic problem—the nation’s problem, not merely the
South’s.”55 Primarily a series of statisticsmined from scholarship by
researchers such as Odum and Vance, theReport of Economic Con-
ditions of the South garnered national attention, further amplifying
efforts by politicians and intellectuals to increase the South’s eco-
nomic vitality to ensure national economic recovery. Moreover, a
focus onwork and occupations also reflected themajor preoccupa-
tion of the New Deal—putting America back to work and building
an ecosystem of benefits to care for workers and the unemployed
alike.
In addition to countering stereotypes, Couch believed that accu-

rate stories about these problems would constitute an important
step for Southerners themselves to address the issues they faced.
He argued that President Roosevelt and the New Deal “can do lit-
tle for us if we refuse to do anything. It is in our interest to know
in detail all the important truths, pleasant and unpleasant about
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Figure 9
First two pages of the 1938 National Report on the Economic Conditions of
the South prepared for President Roosevelt by the National Emergency Council.
National Emergency Council, “Report on the Economic Conditions of the South”
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1938).

ourselves and our land; and Southerners who attempt to obscure
these truths are doing themselves and the South the greatest possi-
ble damage.”56 For Couch, life histories would present Southerners
and the nation with precisely such important truths.
While Couch was focused on telling “the important truths” of

the South, it was very much a story based in whiteness with little
critical investigation of the profound impact of slavery and segrega-
tion on non-White Southerners. For example, despite his concern
with new documentary methods, he never took up the significant
work undertaken by Zora Neale Hurston, Ralph Ellison, and James
Agee, who posed pointed questions about positionality and priv-
ilege in documentary practices.57 This lack of critical reflection
about the relationship between race, gender, and power permeated
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the structure of the SLHP from hiring decisions, interviewing prac-
tices, and in the writing and editing of the life histories themselves,
which we address further in Layer 3 and Layer 4. Nonetheless, the
SLHP believed the pursuit of more accurate, authentic documents
would not only benefit the South, but would be a new method of
documentation.

Claims to Authenticity

Concerns about authenticity, truth, and accessibility were at the
forefront of the life histories method. Conveying the region’s truths
meant forging an authentic and accessible practice and form. The
challenge was how to accurately “portray individual lives” with
“emotional interest” while allowing the person “to speak, in their
essential character” to reveal “important truths” about Southern
society and culture through writing.58 By attending to these crit-
ical issues, Couch and his colleagues hoped to lend authority,
credibility, and legitimacy to the published life histories.
The process beganwith hiringwriters and not academics. Among

those hired included creative writers, journalists, secretaries, and
educators, with emphasis placed on hiring people who were from
the region. Unlike the distant observation often privileged by the
social sciences, the proximity of the writers to local communities
was seen as an asset because theywere tied into local networks and
attuned to local history, customs, and politics. Their local knowl-
edge was a resource rather than a hindrance. The hiring practices
would also be steeped in ideas of feminized labor and make space
for White women writers, which we address further in Layer 3.
Once hired, writers were assigned topics and then charged with

identifying interviewees, conducting the interview, writing the life
history, and then editing based on feedback from staff in their state
office and Couch. Much of the framing about how to conduct and
write the life histories came from conversations between Couch
and those he saw as the most skilled writers. In one such back-
and-forth between Bernice Harris, who would become one of the
most prolific life history writers, and Couch, he explained,
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Figure 10
Letter from Couch to Harris sharing feedback on the life histories method. October
20, 1938.

You may use your own judgement as to when to write your stories.
You should not wait long enough to let details become vague and to
get your stories mixed. I believe it is best not to wait long after you
have collected material to write each story, but this is a matter on
which I think it is best for you to use your own judgement. The one
thing to remember here is that we do not want composite pictures.
We do not want you to take the characteristics of several persons
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and put these together into one imaginary person. We want the
stories to be photographic inaccuracy but, as you know, a good pho-
tographer is one who decides what is important and photographs
that rather than trying to photograph everything [emphasis ours].59

Couch’s directions to Harris and the other writers belie a sig-
nificant question underlying the project: How could authenticity
be demonstrated through writing alone? Photographers working
for the Department of Agriculture and Farm Security Administra-
tion used the camera lens to demonstrate authenticity through the
supposed truth represented in photographs.60 Folklorists docu-
mented songs and music with audio equipment, allowing people to
hear proof of authenticity. However, federal writers did not have
cameras or audio equipment, which was too expensive and cum-
bersome to use at the scale of the project. Nor was it necessary
as they believed that the life histories could reveal truths through
words, which represented a significant contribution to a decade
bent on documenting the real.
This question about how to both create and demonstrate authen-

ticity as well as what the form and specific methods of a life history
looked like became areas of debate among Couch, SLHP adminis-
trators, and writers.While Couch had larger ideas about the poten-
tial of life histories as a genre of documentation that could give
insight into people’s lived experience in new ways that extended
beyond the South, he had to contend with competing projects in
the FWP vying for limited resources as well as the desires of state
administrators and writers in the South. This complicated constel-
lation of people and forces contributed to what became over 1,200
life histories in the SLHP before it was forced to dismantle at the
end of 1939. Layer 3 now turns to an exploration of this process
of negotiation over the new genre of a life history using mapping
techniques that visualize the collection at scale.





Layer 3: Defining Life Histories and
QualifiedWriters

Introduction

The Southern Life History Project (SLHP) emerged at a turn-
ing point in the Federal Writers’ Project (FWP). With the flagship
project of the American Guide Series guidebooks well underway,
FWP administrators sought new projects. FWP Director Henry
Alsberg and his Washington team were particularly interested in
projects that promoted a pluralistic vision of the US. As a result,
the FWP launched several new initiatives, including Social-Ethnic
Studies, the Folklore Project, and the Ex-Slave Narrative Project.1

The Social-Ethnic surveys were designed to understand the accul-
turation process of foreign “others” residing in the US. On the
other hand, the Folklore Project drew on anthropological ideals
to document beliefs and customs that were thought to be unique
to American culture and in danger of fading away in the rush to
modernize the nation. In a similar vein to the Folklore Project, the
Ex-Slave Narrative Project sought to document the experiences of
formerly enslaved Americans before those memories were lost.
Amid these newdocumentary efforts,WilliamCouch, nowdirec-

tor of the FWP’s Southeast Region, lobbied to add the life histories
project to this list. Couch received approval from Alsberg in Octo-
ber 1938. In a letter to all state directors, Alsberg offered his enthu-
siastic support for the project and its potential to produce a large
amount of material to aid in studying the current conditions in the
American South.2 Through the end of 1939, the SLHP collected
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and wrote over 1,200 life histories, an impressive feat given the fact
that the actual methods of collection and writing conventions were
not established at the onset.
Mapping the locations of the interviews tells a complicated story

about the reach and limitation of these life histories, provoking
questions that have not been previously explored in relation to
the SLHP: Why do the life histories tend to clump together in
specific areas?Why are interviews of people from common profes-
sions spread out over the region? Why do most writers only collect
interviews in a small area?Whywere most of the life histories writ-
ten by women? Why were there only seven Black writers? Why
were the vast majority of interviewees identified as White, a small
amount identified as Black, and almost no other races represented
in the collection of life histories? Analyzing the complicated rhetor-
ical ecosystem in which the life histories were produced helps to
address these questions. Therefore this layer proceeds by mov-
ing back and forth between the map and archival evidence, linked
throughout the text, to analyze the rhetorical exigence or circum-
stances that allowed for the creation of the SLHP. We begin with
mapping out the ecosystem of FWP work, noting the “competing”
and “complementary” projects within the larger organization and
how the field of sociology and sociological thinking shaped the
scope of the SLHP.We thenmove to unpack how the ethos of writ-
ers was established to create notions of who was best qualified to
perform the interviewing, writing, and editing of the life histories.
Together, these interrelated factors shaped the SLHP’s version of
the American South as defined through occupation and against a
racialized Black/White binary.

An Ecosystem of Documentary

As Layer 1 and Layer 2 demonstrate, the FWP emerged with the
desire to create a pluralistic version of American identity. Jerrold
Hirsch describes the FWP as both “ideological and reformist,”3

operating within a discourse that attempted to “reconcile romantic
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nationalism with cultural pluralism—two isms that seem diametri-
cally opposed.”4 These FWP programs aimed to “unite Americans,
individuals, and groups with conflicting interests, while ignoring
issues that divided them, and therefore the project also created
a conservative myth that pointed to a harmonious future without
indicating how a change from current circumstances to a better
future could be achieved.”5

Such a vision of a harmonious future was constructed by relying
on the documentation of an American past that sought to include
voices that had previously been excluded from a version of Amer-
ican identity that saw its origin as exclusively Anglo-Saxon. These
documentary efforts focused, as Retman explains, on displaying
“the vernacular traditions of historically marginalized groups to tell
a story of national fortitude and exceptionalism.”6 Of particular
interest were groups who, as Carado describes, were “ ‘foreign in
a domestic sense’ ” who were accorded a racially and temporally
liminal status, “subject to an ‘inclusionary form of exclusion,’ posi-
tioned both inside and outside the national imagination as ‘original’
peoples.”7

The SLHP vied for resources against other FWP projects that
already claimed to focus on such exceptional groups. The Folk-
lore Project was concerned with documenting an organic past
by focusing on the stories and folkways of “Native Americans,
African Americans, and poor rural Whites.”8 The Ex-Slave Nar-
rative Project worked to incorporate and in many ways move past
slavery by capturing the histories of formerly enslaved individuals
in such a way as to paint slavery as banal paternalism, rather than
dwelling in “the forms of forms of violence and domination”9 that
constituted chattel slavery aswell as the everyday acts of resistance.
Additionally, the Social-Ethnic Studies analyzed how the cultures
of European immigrants contributed to the pluralistic notion of
American identity.
Shaped by FWP’s institutional ecosystem as well as their own

ideological commitments, Couch and other SLHP administrators
crafted the South by emphasizing poor Whites and African Amer-
icans as native Southerners, common rather than exceptional. In
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Figure 11
Graph of interviewees by race and ethnicity. image

this way, the SLHP carved out space for itself by excluding Native
American and ethnic communities as well as downplaying the sig-
nificance of stories that focused on slavery from formerly enslaved
individuals as the purview of the other FWP projects. This focus
on mostly poor Whites and African Americans along “the color
line” crafted a notion of Southern identity that didn’t include eth-
nic communities and Native Amerians.10 These decisions were
informed by Southern segregation, which, as Grace Hale describes,
made a “new collective white identity across lines of gender and
class and a new regional distinctiveness.” However, this white-
ness thatwas constructed against blacknesswas “always contingent,
always fragile, always uncertain.”11 Fragile yet dominant, as we also
demonstrate in our discussion of creating the data (see Methods),
the Black/White binary served as a powerful racial configuration
for the SLHP that provided a way for the project to distinguish
itself, a distinction that played into White supremacist logic.
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Social-Ethnic Studies and Race

The map of interviews is faceted to reveal that most SLHP inter-
viewees were situated along a Black/White binary in which other
racialized and ethnic groups are largely invisible. In total, 891 of
the interviews were conducted with White interviewees and 271
with Black interviewees . Also included were a small number of
other racialized groups, which would be considered ethnic cate-
gories by contemporary terms. These include 9 Cuban intervie-
wees, 50Greek interviewees, 1 Spaniard, and 1Chinese interviewee
.12 Moreover, the location of these racial and ethnic groups is also
interesting. While White and Black interviewees seem to spread
out across each state in the Southeast region, some ethnic groups
are largely located in specific areas. For example, all of the Cuban
interviewees are located in Hillsborough County, Florida. This
striking pattern raises the questions of why the SLHP decided to
classify racial categories in this way and why the project largely
ignored the many other racial, ethnic, and indigenous groups
who lived in the area. To understand how these racialized results
occurred, one must begin by unpacking how and why the project
distinguished its mission from Social-Ethnic Studies, a competing
project within the FWP.
The Social-Ethnic Studies Project began shortly before the SLHP

and was led by Dr. Morton W. Royse. Royse earned his PhD from
Columbia and studied under John Dewey. His early research on
ethnic cultures focused on European minoritized communities. He
went on to work with the Worker’s Education Bureau of America
and then served as head of a teacher training institute in Puerto
Rico.13 Royse largely rejected the idea of the “melting pot,” pre-
ferring to think of the country as a “ ‘composite of immigrants.’ ”14

He argued “the Polish, Irish, Greek, or French population in tradi-
tionally white Anglo-Saxon Protestant New England or elsewhere
‘is American culture, not merely a contributor to American cul-
ture… their culture is contemporary American culture as truly as
is the culture of Iowa-American farmers or Appalachian-American
hill-billies.’ ”15 These convictions greatly influenced the direction
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of Social-Ethnic Studies as Royse positioned the project as pro-
viding evidence of the multiethnic and multicultural nature of the
United States, which FWP administrators argued should be seen
as a national strength.16 He explained that the project’s goal was
to embrace “the history and role of nationality groups in mod-
ern industrial society...to present a composite picture of America,”
while taking care “not to overstress the separateness and peculiar-
ities of a group. The aim was to show how the group functions
in the life of the community...and how it contributes to cultural
diversity.”17

To accomplish this aim, the Social-Ethnic Studies Project
focused on documenting “the life of ethnic groups in various
communities, including their cultural backgrounds and activities”
through “intensive studies of single groups, cross-sectional stud-
ies of whole communities, and extensive studies of larger areas.”18

Moreover, while field workers were encouraged to use their com-
munity affiliation to gain entrance into the communities of study,
the tenor of the project was scholarly and decidedly social scien-
tific. In the “Manual for Social-Ethnic Studies,” Royse directs field
workers to collect “field data, including selected interviews, per-
sonal histories, and documentary material” as well as fully cooper-
ate with “consultants drawn from the ranks of State writers, histo-
rians, folklorists, anthropologists, sociologists, economists, etc.”19

SLHP administrators used the Social-Ethnic Studies’ focus on
data collection of entire ethnic communities and embraced the
scholarly community as their primary audience as a way to strongly
distinguish their project from the studies. Rather than quantitative
social survey data, SLHP collected qualitative stories of individuals
from their own point of view, focusing on “common” Southerners.
SLHP writers documented the interviewee’s articulation of their
own experiences, not writing about them. Therefore, the type of
data the SLHP collected, Couch argued, was unique because it
came from the perspective of the interviewees themselves.
The SLHP also saw a key difference in the type of interviewees

they selected. Deviating from Royse’s argument that immigrant
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culture was part and parcel of American culture, SLHP adminis-
trators viewed the Social-Ethnic Studies’ purpose as documenting
the unique and unusual aspects of American society and culture,
rather than the “common” American. North Carolina State Director
Bjorkman explained to his writers that these other projects “deal
with communities of an exceptional type that deviate in their ori-
gins and customs from the more common types of American life.”20

In contrast, the SLHP was to focus on these “common types,” or as
Couch put it, “the kind of life that is lived by the majority of people
in the South.”21

This decision to focus on “common types” functioned as a signi-
fier to the almost exclusively White SLHP staff to select intervie-
wees along a color line that marked the segregated South as Black
and White. Bernice Harris, one of the first writers on the SLHP
project, picked up on this cue, asking for clarification in a letter
to Couch, “Are the subjects to be white only? There are so many
interesting colored share-croppers. ‘Ghent,’ theNegro section here,
has some social importance and much human interest.”22 Couch
replied, “You should collect stories about both whites and Negroes.
Pay not attention whatever to racial lines in the collection of your
material, except that in stories about Negroes it should be made
clear that the subjects are Negroes.”23 This exchange between
Harris and Couch illustrates that there was at first some doubt in
Harris’ mind if “common” included African American interviewees,
demonstrating how whiteness functions as the standard and neu-
tral state. Couch’s reply emphasizes that the life histories are to
cross the color line, a line seen as a Black/White binary in which
blackness must be marked.
Tomark and organize these common types, SLHP administrators

instructed writers to document demographic information relating
to the interviewee. This information constitutes important meta-
data for each interviewee that worked to mark which common
type the person’s life history spoke to. In a memorandum to all
state directors, Assistant Regional Director Walter Cutter states, “It
is requested that hereafter the following heading be placed on all
stories,” followed by the text shown in Figure 12.24
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Figure 12
The header of a life history.

By instructing writers to collect specific metadata as a head-
ing begins to frame the entire interview within these categories.
The interviewee’s name is to be read with their race, followed
by their location and occupation. Therefore, before the location
in the South is demonstrated or the specific occupation, race is
marked as a signifier of the interviewee’s name. Moreover, the
writer is given three possible racial categories: “white,” “Negro,”
or “other.”25 The use of a capital letter in the instructions fur-
ther indicates the way that blackness was marked as a definitive
category and whiteness was a capacious default. This categoriza-
tion inscribes a Black/White binary onto the racialized system in
the South. Anyone whose racial categorization did not fall into this
binary was grouped as “other,” thereby erasing ethnic and indige-
nous communities that did not fall within this binary.26 They were
literally othered.
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This framing of Southern identity through a Black/White binary
supports the distinction between the SLHP and Social-Ethnic
Studies. SLHP administrators effectively encouraged writers to
avoid interviewing subjects from different ethnic, indigenous, or
other racial communities as that was considered the purview of
Social-Ethnic Studies. Understanding the efforts that the SLHP
made to distinguish itself from the Social-Ethnic Studies helps to
explain why the data revealed in the map shows an absence of
communities from diverse racial, ethnic, and indigenous commu-
nities. However, close readings of these life histories reveal that
many of the life histories that were not marked as Black or “other”
did, in fact, discuss immigration either through the interviewee’s
own experiences or that of their parents. While the interviewees
discussed their relationship to different ethnic and racial com-
munities, writers did not mark them as such because they were
read as White. As historian Matthew Jacobson argues, “In racial
matters above all else, the eye that sees is ‘a means of percep-
tion conditioned by the tradition in which its possessor has been
reared.’ ”27 Therefore, such decisions among the almost exclusively
White SLHP staff reflected racialized ideals at the time that Jacob-
son describes as a period in which “whiteness was reconsolidated:
the late nineteenth century’s probationary white groups were now
remade and granted the scientific stamp of authenticity as the uni-
tary Caucasian race—an earlier era’s Celts, Slavs, Hebrews, Iberics,
and Saracens, among others, had become the Caucasians so famil-
iar to our own visual economy and racial lexicon.”28 In otherwords,
groups that were once labeled as ethnic were increasingly under-
stood as “white” and enjoying the cultural, social, and political
benefits of whiteness.
While powerful, this reconsolidated understanding of whiteness

was nonetheless unstable and fragile,29 which can be seen with
the inclusion of the 50 Greek interviewees that stand out in con-
trast to the general lack of marking of ethnicity. While these 50
intervieweeswere specificallymarked as “Greek,” therewere seven
life histories that included stories of Greek immigration and her-
itage that were not given any ethnic signifier, allowing the default
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norm of White to stand in for race. Part of the reason behind
the inclusion of so many marked Greek interviewees is a result
of the fact that those who were marked as Greek were part of a
Greek Study sponsored by the Federation of Learned Greeks and
the Greek Orthodox Church in America originally under the aus-
pices of Royse and the Social-Ethnic Project, and was later thought
to present interesting “personal” histories that could be included
as life histories.30 The way in which some interviewees from
Greek ancestry were included as part of the Social-Ethnic Study on
Greeks and others were included as life histories ofWhite intervie-
wees underscores the fluidity of whiteness during this time period.
Moreover, the fact that the vast majority of the interviewees were
actually collected as part of the Social-Ethnic Studies demonstrates
the emphasis on collecting “common types” for the SLHP signaled
and reaffirmed the equation of South as being defined along “the
color line” of Black and White, in which all those not able to fit
within the binary were grouped together and dismissed as “other.”

Folklore and a Focus on Occupation

Mapping the occupations associated with the life histories reveals
a core set of professions that are captured across the American
South. Together there are over 200 farmers, over 80mill and textile
workers, and nearly 60 housewives. Along with these most com-
mon trades, there are dozens of interviews with cooks, fishermen,
and preachers.Mixed inwith these large categories are one-off sto-
ries showing the wide range of professions available in the region,
such as life histories from one peanut vendor, an embalmer, a
preacher, and even a self-proclaimed “loan shark.”31 It is clear from
the map that there was an intentional decision to find interviewees
that showed the depth and range of occupations across the entire
region. The SLHP’s focus on economic conditions is in large part a
response to its relationship to the FWP’s Folklore Project.
The Folklore Project of the FWP was launched in 1936 and was

initially led by John Lomax. The unit focused on the collection of
oral material such as songs, stories, and dialect.32 The project saw
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folklore as consisting of ideas and customs transmitted by commu-
nities by word of mouth. Unlike other modes of expression, such as
newspapers and books, folklore was seen to be outside of academic
and commercial modes of dissemination.33 The SLHP initially had
chosen to distinguish itself from the Folklore Project by focusing
on documenting an individual’s history that led to their contempo-
rary circumstances rather than focusing on stories from the past.
This distinction, however, became insufficient when the Folklore
Project was reorganized under the direction of Benjamin Botkin in
early 1938.
As a professor of English at the University of Oklahoma and

trained in English literature departments, Botkin brought “a liter-
ary sensibility” to the study of folklore and refused the traditional
configuration of folklore studies as just an approach to preserving
the past.34 Shaped by the field of anthropology, he viewed folk-
lore as also an ongoing process in the here and now that offered
insights into contemporary life rather than a field defined by the
search for “pure, uncontaminated lore” as traditional folklorists
often did.35 Folklore, in other words, was also responding to and
offering insights into howcommunitieswere navigating the present,
from the economic impact of the Great Depression to the effects
of industrialization to questions about local, regional, and national
identity.36 They were not just documenting stories to understand
past beliefs, norms, and values but instead providing a lens into
contemporary culture. Guided by the belief that every group had
folklore, the project also supported FWP officials’ effort to docu-
ment and circulate an indigenous culture, which could serve as the
evidence of national identity at a time when faith in the nation was
fragile.37

The expanded scope of the Folklore Project was met with
approval from FWP administrators, who understood the work of
the Folklore Project and the Social-Ethnic Studies as complemen-
tary. In fact, the FWP hoped that the same field workers would
collect material for both the Folklore Project and Social-Ethnic
Studies. As the “Manual on Social-Ethnic Studies” explained, “The
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Social-Ethnic studies deal with the whole life of a group or com-
munity, including cultural backgrounds and activities: the folklore
studies deal with a body of lore in relation to the life of a group
or community.”38 Folklore was understood as demonstrating how
cultural traditions and beliefs were built and handed down over
generations. Capturing the lore of these groups, which included sig-
nificant attention to poor White communities, African Americans,
and Native Americans helped to enforce the notion of American
folkness rooted in a pluralistic past.
To accomplish their goals, the Folklore Project sent field workers

to collect “personal stories” from individuals. To capture folklore,
Botkin believed field workers should begin by asking informants
about their personal histories. When interviews progressed well,
these individual stories would expand to capture the experiences,
histories, and even fantasies of entire communities. By engaging
directly in the process of telling and retelling these stories, intervie-
wees were uniquely positioned to witness and capture entire folk
histories.39 Asking for personal histories was an avenue for collect-
ing folklore. The person’s history offered a frame for understanding
the context that created and circulated a piece of folklore. These
materials were envisioned both to document as well as be mined
for folk culture.
Botkin’s use of personal histories to gain insight into folklore

meant that Couch had to be clear about how the SLHP docu-
mented unique and valuable information. To do this, Couch made
two importantmoves in framing the project. First, he positioned the
project as focusing on the South’s occupation sectors by drawing on
the national concern that the Southwas not sufficiently progressing
with economic reforms. Second, Couch drew on sociology, despite
his frustrationswith the field. He believed that he could take a com-
mon method in the field known as “case studies” and transform
them into readable stories published in the form of books for a
reading public, which meant a primarily White affluent audience.40

The focus on what and how became key to arguments about the
purpose and novelty of the SLHP.
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To distinguish Botkin’s use of personal histories to gain insight
into folklore from the SLHP, Couch used a sociological frame to
argue that life histories were concerned with documenting social
structures such as education, family, and health rather than cul-
tures such as beliefs, ideas, and values. Yet, like Botkin and the
field of sociology from which he adapted his method, he believed
the individual stories, what he called “word pictures,” could be put
together to draw a composite album of a social group. Given the
constraints also shaped by their relationship to the Social-Ethnic
Studies as well as national concerns about the state of the South,
the SLHP focused on “common types” in the region organized by
occupational sectors.41

By focusing the scope of the project on occupational types,
Couch believed that the projectwould be able to address the source
of the social problems in the South. As discussed in Layer 1, Presi-
dent Roosevelt defined the South as “economic problem #1,” which
exemplified how the South was thought of as having social prob-
lems that both led to the Great Depression and prevented the
region from recovering more quickly. While Roosevelt’s framing
suggests that it was the social issues that led to economic prob-
lems, many Southern progressives, especially the Regionalists in
Chapel Hill, as well as progressives in national offices in the FWP
saw the causation as flowing in the opposite direction: economic
problems caused the social issues in the South. The proposal of
capturing people’s life histories from specific occupational sec-
tors was thought to be one way to gain insight into the common
problems faced by these workers. In discussing the value of the
life histories, Couch explains, “This material makes clearer than
ever before the problems which have been faced in this region,
and illuminates, almost startlingly, the human factors and interests
involved. It seems to me that knowledge of such material is basic to
any real understanding of our problems and people.”42

This emphasis on the economic systems that cause social issues
falls in line with a sociological framework as opposed to Folklore
Project’s focus on recording cultural forms drawn from anthropo-
logical approaches. However, rather than a broad representation
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of all different social types and classes across occupational sec-
tors, other SLHP administrators crafted a much narrower frame by
emphasizing the need to documentwhat they called “common” and
“typical” workers. Eudora Richardson, state director of Virginia,
similarly instructed her writers,

Try to interview workers who may be considered typical, such as
a man who packed up his family and belongings and came from
a small farm, hoping to earn a better living in the industry; a for-
mer share-cropper who wants more “cash money” from his mill
job; a “floater” or transient worker from another industrial section;
a believer in union organizations; an opponent of unions; a leader
among women workers; a worker who is looked on as a spokesman
for the employer point of view; local persons who now have their
first industrial job.43

Richardson equates a broader interest in occupation with specific
types of workers. This equation is significant as these instructions
tell writers how to define Southern workers through the “typi-
cal” types worthy of documenting. These typical Southern work-
ers are positioned as occupying a working-class primarily coming
from either agriculture or industry with a keen desire to work
despite economic and market forces subverting their efforts to gain
employment.
To argue that these were typical stories across the American

South, the SLHP needed to collect similar stories from people all
across the region. This goal is the primary reason that interviews
from various professions, most notably farmers and industrial labor,
are seen across the region as the map demonstrates . However,
one can also note a large number of outliers, including occupations
such as embalmer and preacher. With the project’s prioritization
with the FWP, the scope expanded to include more occupations,
which helped paint a broader picture of the region. Even with the
expanded focus, though, documenting the “typical” version of each
specific type of worker remained the goal. So, the SLHP collected
several life histories to find the best example. Taken together, the
rhetoric of “common” Southerners from “typical types” of occu-
pations signaled the race and class of the interviewees that writers
were encouraged to select for life histories.
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Ex-Slave Narratives

While the focus on common Southerners in typical occupations
marked the SLHP as distinct from the Social-Ethnic Studies pro-
gram and the Folklore Project, another site of negotiation over the
scope of the SLHP was with the Ex-Slave Narrative Project. SLHP
administrators also worked to distinguish its goals from the quickly
growing project. Drawing boundaries with this project again evi-
denced the role of whiteness in shaping the types of histories that
warranted collection.
In a memorandum to all state directors discussing the impor-

tant projects that the directors needed to focus on in the upcoming
year of 1939, Alsberg writes, “In addition to ethnic group and folk-
lore studies, there will be a number of projects carried on covering
Negro life throughout the country, Negro folklore, etc.” Among
these projects included the “collection of stories of ex-slaves.
About 2,500 of these have already been collected. Eventually, these
ex-slave stories will be compiled, classified and used for a publica-
tion containing a critical analysis of the material. Dr. Botkin and
Professor Sterling Brown will be in charge of this collection.”44

Partitioning Black folklore apart from the rest of the Ameri-
can folklore project, together with grouping folklore and history,
demonstrates a common move within Jim Crow logic that segre-
gated and othered Black history and experiences.45 The project
began “partly as an anthropological salvage project to record and
document black history and culture before parts of it disappeared,”
as historian Catherine Stewart argues, that was inspired by autobi-
ographical stories from formerly enslaved peoples collected by the
FWP office in Florida.46

Similar to the other documentary projects, administrators had
competing notions of the scope and methods of the project. Ster-
ling Brown, a renowned poet andHowardUniversity professor who
directed the Office of Negro Affairs in the FWP, was a leading figure
in the project.47 Brown desired to use his position to give voice to
the immense contribution of African Americans to the nation and
address harmful racialized stereotypes.48 As such, he was often
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in conflict with White administrators and writers who presented
racist, caricatured, and flattened representations of Black intervie-
wees in order to appeal toWhite readers’ expectations of what they
understood to be “authentic” narratives.49 Among these admin-
istrators included John Lomax, who was another leader involved
in documenting the histories of formerly enslaved individuals.50

Lomax was a musicologist interested in collecting folk songs, par-
ticularly those from African Americans. Brown frequently chal-
lenged Lomax’s framing of the project and particularly the inter-
viewee questions which focused on daily life alongside folk songs
and superstitious practices.51 Brown urged for a fuller and more
complete list of questions in which interviewees were allowed to
speak for themselves. These conflicts highlight the significant role
that this project played in documenting the legacies of slavery and
the critical role Black communities played in the nation.52

Brown also levied pointed critiques of the SLHP for the over-
whelming whiteness of the project from staff to writers to the peo-
ple whose life histories were documented. Often perfunctory, the
inclusion of Black voices extended to their role as interviewees, but
not writers, as the map demonstrates. Despite the significance of
stories of enslavement from interviewees on understanding South-
ern identity, Couch was not interested in collecting such material.
In a letter to state directors, Couch wrote, “In the life histories the
emphasis is on the present and the past is treated only to throw
light on the present. Ex-slave stories that relate mainly to the past
will not be acceptable as life histories. If they are brought up to
the present through consideration of their full life experiences,
including their children and grandchildren and their present mode
of living, then they may be acceptable as life histories. However,
it is extremely doubtful whether concentration on any particular
group of this kind will be very fruitful [emphasis ours].”53 With
this framing, Couch positioned the experiences of enslavement of
interviewees as not relevant, clearly discouraging writers from ask-
ing questions about their experiences during slavery. The results
of this decision can be seen in a mere 13 life histories from for-
merly enslaved individuals.54 By distinguishing the SLHP from
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the Ex-Slave Narrative Project, Couch crafted a notion of South-
ern identity that was largely devoid of the profound experiences
of enslavement that were, in reality, inextricably weaved into the
very notion of the South, and America. The SLHP, except for a few
writers, would try to avoid the wake of slavery.55

Sociology and Life History Configurations

Whereas the map of occupations illustrates the goal of capturing a
core set of professions from all across the region, the map showing
where individual writers captured life histories provides a different
pattern. Each writer, with very few exceptions, only conducted life
histories in a narrow geographic region. The map shows, for exam-
ple, W. O. Saunders’s focus on the North Carolina coast, W. W.
Dixon’s work near Columbia, South Carolina, and Barbara Berry
Dorsey’s collection of life histories near St. Petersburg, Florida. In
most cases, the regions of focus for each writer also corresponded
to where a writer lived. Writers constructed life histories within
their own geographic communities. Whereas the focus on occu-
pations was spurred by the desire to distinguish the SLHP from
the Folklore Project’s anthropological questions, the desire to have
local writers can be understood as a desire to differentiate life
histories from those prevailing methods that dominated sociology.
As for the larger field of sociology, Couch looked past the work

of Du Bois and the Atlanta School to center his arguments in
relation to the Chicago and Chapel Hill schools.56 By the 1930s,
certain schools of sociology had canonized works such as Florian
Znaniecki and William I. Thomas’s The Polish Peasant in Europe
and America (1918). They were credited with the shift from a philo-
sophical to a scientific approach grounded in empiricism because
of their use of “human documents,” which included introducing a
new form of qualitative data that they called a life history. Works
such as Clifford Shaw’s The Jack-Roller (1930) further popular-
ized empirical American sociology and the life history method.57

The life history method became a popular form of evidence for
case studies, which were conducted on a person or particular
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group by a social worker or sociologist. The collection of histo-
ries became associated with White women’s labor while White
male academics used them to formulate new sociological theories,
a gendered labor ideology that influenced SLHP hiring practices.
Interestingly though, Couch seemed to have been unfamiliar with
the use of the term life history among the Chicago sociologists. His
letters indicate a genuine belief that the term was original to the
SLHP. His unfamiliarity with the term life history in other areas is
unsurprising as the concept of collecting an individual’s personal
history was defined by various terms.
By the mid-1930s, collecting personal histories was a common

method in sociology, primarily associated with social work and
the emerging field of criminology.58 “So closely related are these
various kinds of case studies that it is impossible, for all practical
purposes, to draw a clear-cut distinction between a case study, a
case history, and a life history of an individual,” wrote UNC soci-
ology professor Katherine Jocher in 1928 for Social Forces. The
slippage between terms in the field meant that the method, and
debates over themethod, were often under themore popular terms
of case histories and case studies. This was true for Rupert Vance,
Couch’s primary interlocutor, and from whom he drew inspiration
for the life histories as discussed in detail in Layer 2.
To capture stories of “typical” Southern workers, Couch and

SLHP administrators found sociology’s case studies intriguing.
However, Couch did not think the increasingly favored statistical
and data-driven approaches in sociology could motivate a gen-
eral readership to learn about the social problems in the South or
social problems in general. They abstracted not only the people but
also the problems and missed an opportunity to persuade people
into action. Instead, he saw promise in the case study approach,
specifically the method of life histories, if this method could be
repurposed for a popular audience and to focus on common types
rather than those defined as deviant.59

Case studies “are technically written for a technical audi-
ence” and “restricted usually to segments of persons’ lives used
to illustrate particular problems, such as problems of juvenile
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delinquency, adult criminality, and marital frictions,” he wrote.60

Instead, Couch argued for a different purpose and reader. Rather
than focusing on “deviant” segments of the population, he was
interested in “representatives of the great body of people” in which
each person would tell “his own story as it appears to him including
all those details which while deemed non-essential for sociologi-
cal generalizations, nevertheless, portray in the realest sense the
nature and quality of a man’s living” [underline original].61

Additionally, Couch objected to the assumption within the dis-
cipline that “only sociologists can get case histories that are worth
getting.”62 Instead, he believed that nonacademic writers would be
better able to collect information from subjects because they are
more closely related to the subjects’ situations, especially writers
from the South. Moreover, they would not have the disciplinary
trappings of sociology, so they would be more open to relating
the life history as the interviewee told it. Couch explains, “The
approach to this subject by the workers on the Federal Writers’
Project will be from a human point of view corresponding closely
with the point of view of the journalist, except that certain simple
techniques will be established and followed to ensure the greatest
possible accuracy in the histories that are collected.”
The entanglement with sociology was driven largely because

of the initial purpose of the SLHP: to understand a sociological
problem through empirical data. Yet, the kind of empirical data
desired was not quantitative but qualitative. As the field of soci-
ology desired authority through becoming a quantitative social
science, the SLHP collected sociological data but through indi-
vidual stories from the perspective of the individuals themselves
that were meant to be read in aggregate to shed light on the social
conditions of a region. While Couch’s ambitions for the SLHP far
exceeded the immediate social issues of the region, for he hoped
this “new literary genre” would animate other domains and find yet
unknown purposes, the immediate concerns about the economic
and, therefore, social health of the region deeply shaped the genre
information.63
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As a result, the project became focused on two primary aims. One
was to document the region in a particular configuration—through
a Black/White binary categorized by occupation. The second was
to forge a new literary genre for sociological knowledge for a
broader public. In this case, they identified their primary audience
as an affluent White audience beyond the academy, for their social
and cultural power in US society made them powerful voices that
shaped US social policy. To reach this audience, women writers
became central.

Feminized Labor

Like other growing disciplines in the early 20th century, sociol-
ogy was influenced by gendered and racialized ideas of expertise
and work. As mostly White male professors residing in institu-
tions of higher education worked to solidify sociology as social
science and as an academic discipline, they were joined by White
women forging approaches to social services across the nation. The
settlement movement emerging at the turn of the 20th century
ushered in a female-led sphere dedicated to social work among
low-income communities. Often founded and staffed by women,
settlement homes opened across the United States in primarily
urban spaces functioning as community centers offering social ser-
vices. While each settlement was shaped by the ideological bent
of the founders and the needs of their specific communities, an
often shared task was to acculturate lower-income communities
into White, middle-class, and often Christian, values. They joined
a larger racialized cultural and social logic that sought to mold
groups into whiteness.64 These new social welfare organizations
participated in a larger conversation about social services amid
the Industrial Revolution, urbanization, and immigration. Under-
way was the development of a new professional class with the
emergence of the social worker.65

By the early 1910s, structures were in place for social work edu-
cation and professional organizations. The social work career path
was positioned as primarilyWhite women’s work due to the impact
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of the settlement movement and the centrality of case studies to
the methodology of the field of social work. White women capi-
talized on their work with settlement homes to carve out key roles
for themselves in the expansion of these social professions as long
as they operated within the gendered cultural logic of the era.66 In
areas of social life where women and children were central, such
as family social work, White women were able to develop and for-
malize their expertise as they focused on families and supported
women and children through settlement homes.67

The development of the field of social work in the 1920s and
1930s further cemented individual- (as opposed to community-)
centered approaches, in-person interviewing, and case histories as
social work conducted by women. Amid heated debates over the
educational requirements and the necessary amount of education
that would define the profession, the consolidating curricular focus
on the “social casework treatment model” as well as individual and
family-centeredmodels reified ideas about women and their role in
society.68 Women were understood to be best for this job because
they were central to shaping, managing, and supporting the family
andwere perceived to have natural attributes amenable to effective
interpersonal communication. In other words, social work was an
extension of women’s domesticity.69 Therefore women were seen
as ideal social workers to perform on-the-ground interviewing and
workingwith individuals and families, whilemen should pursue the
more academic and scholarly aspects of the field.70 Such logic led
to a system in which women worked in communities interviewing
and identifying treatments as social workers, and men like Thomas
and Znaniecki drew on the case study method to theorize ideas
such as social deviance as sociologists.
The configuration of women as ideal collectors of case studies

likely influenced the labor practices involved in collecting the life
histories in the SLHP even though Couch did not directly engage
with the field. Despite the fact that UNC opened a School of Social
Work in 1920 that quickly became a leader in the field, Couch
almost never mentioned the school in his correspondences about
SLHP hiring to Washington. This omission likely resulted from
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the fact that Couch wanted to distinguish life histories from case
histories. Couch was concerned that those trained in sociological
approaches—specifically the case history approach, which was a
part of formal social work training—filtered out important informa-
tion because they “treated their subjects as abstractions.”71 Instead,
the interviewees in life histories needed to speak for themselves
through rich and well-developed stories that obtained a mark of
literary excellence. This concern helps explain why Couch always
positioned those gathering life histories as writers, insisting that
they mark themselves as such on the life histories, rather than field
workers as other projects like the Social-Ethnic Studies did. Yet,
Couch and other SLHP administrators relied on gendered assump-
tions about women’s abilities to connect, ask questions, listen, and
then write down the stories, the same rhetorical logic that moti-
vated the field of social work. Such assumptions are evidenced
when examining the data concerning who were the most prolific
writers in the SLHP.

A Focus onWhiteWomenWriters

Looking at the map of women writers and men writers shows that
a significant amount of the life histories were written by women. In
total, womenmade up slightly over half of the writing staff and pro-
duced over 60 percent of the recorded life histories. A large portion
of the interviews was written by a small number of writers. There
were 30writerswhowrote 10 ormore life histories. Together, those
30 writers wrote 677 life histories, slightly over half of the collec-
tion. Within this group of the most prolific writers, 11 were men,
among which only one identified as Black (Robert McKinney), and
19 were White women. These 19 women wrote nearly 40 percent
of the life histories. This small group of White women was respon-
sible for shaping much of the collection, a fact that no study of the
SLHP has ever revealed.
Why were White women able to gain such a prominent posi-

tion as writers in the SLHP? The key role of women writers in the
project is particularly striking for a time when women were largely
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Figure 13
Table of the top 30 writers by name, gender, and race.
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excluded from the workplace and had only been given the right to
vote a mere two decades earlier. Two notable causes pushed the
SLHP to use women writers so prolifically. First, gendered notions
that associatedwomenwith the domestic sphere led to the idea that
they were better able to gain access to interviewees within their
homes and to put them at ease while sharing their stories, traits that
also led women to occupy central positions in social work. Second,
women were seen as good communicators and recorders of infor-
mation, the same gendered thinking that led them to be favored for
stenographer and secretary positions.72

While SLHP administrators framed the purpose of the life his-
tories as providing an opportunity for the “people [to] speak for
themselves,” it was never intended for the histories to be unmedi-
ated replications of the exact words of the interviewees as one
might expect of oral history transcripts today.73 Instead, the SLHP
writers and the editorial supervisors were responsible for turning
the rawmaterial from the interviewee into a life history with “liter-
ary excellence” that would be more “readable.”74 To achieve such
literary excellence, Couch began the project by mandating that
state directors secure “the best qualified writers.”75 State direc-
tors scoffed at such a directive because of the WPA requirement
that 90 percent of writers be certified relief workers, arguing that
good writers “are few and far between.”76 The state director of Vir-
ginia, Eudora Richardson, went as far as to state, “There is no use
deluding ourselves. There is not a relief worker on our staff that can
produce a life story that is worth publishing.”77

Couch was generally quite frustrated with this complaint from
state directors, seeing the problem of securing good writers as a
result of the hiring practice. He wrote, “I am practically certain
relief rolls contain many persons who can write, that individuals
frequently do not know their own abilities, that officials consult-
ing applicants for relief know little about discovering abilities, and
that the failure to get on the project persons who can write is
a consequence of the application of naive, primitive social work
techniques.”78 Additionally, he argued that “I have found that if I
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take a little time to look around I can locate persons already cer-
tified or who can be certified who are able to do really valuable
work.”79

Couch’s approach of “looking around” for those who were able
to do “really valuable work” as well as helping workers find their
own abilities seemed to be aimed at opening up the project to new
writers that had previously been ignored. However, the actual hir-
ing processes relied on raced and gendered notions of who was
best qualified to capture stories of interviewees and who possessed
necessary writing skills. These raced and gendered practices can
be seen in the way that SLHP administrators especially selected a
handful of White women for non-relief positions, the same female
writers who would become the most prolific writers during the
life of the project. Among these women were the two writers who
wrote more life histories than any other writer: Bernice Harris with
85 life histories and Ida Moore with 51 life histories. At the same
time, how FWP administrators treated Harris and Moore in con-
trast to less prolific writers such as Nellie Gray Toler offers insight
into how gendered notions could open doors as well as close them.

A Closer Look: Harris, Moore, and Toler

Harris, an aspiring playwright and novelist, was recruited by Couch
after he reviewed her novel Purslane for publication at UNC Press.
Harris had taken summer classes at UNC in English as well as from
Professor Frederick Koch, founder of the Carolina Playmakers.80

In a letter trying to recruit her to the project, Couch wrote, “We
want you to get stories of tenant farmers and small farm owners …
There are several reasons formy thinking of you in connectionwith
this work. First, I believe you can do it better than anyone else I can
find and that the stories you write will be authentic and interest-
ing. Second, I am extremely anxious for you to do more writing of
the kind you have done in your volume of plays and in Purslane.”81

Purslane was loosely based on Harris’s childhood in Mt. Moriah,
North Carolina, and detailed the life of a small rural community.
Couch felt that her descriptions of these rural communities were
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much richer and authentic than other representations of the rural
South, such as those by Erskine Caldwell.
Couch’s desire to hire Harris because of her ability to write

“authentic and interesting” stories was also rooted in her connec-
tions with farming communities in her town of Seaboard, North
Carolina. He believed that she could use these connections to gain
access to people willing to give their life histories. Because her hus-
band owned and operated a cotton gin, Harris knewmany people in
the farming community. Togetherwith her connections in the com-
munity, Harris believed that she was well positioned to put people
at ease. She explained that together with themany economic prob-
lems in the region was “the need of the lonely and forgotten to tell
all to a sympathetic listener” [italics original].82

Harris’s description of herself as a sympathetic listener, evoking
her emotive abilities, reveals how she deployed gendered assump-
tions that see women as more “naturally” emotional, as a means of
establishing her ethos, or credibility, as a uniquely capable inter-
viewer. As many scholars of feminist rhetorics demonstrate, ethos
does not dwell only in the speaker (or rhetor), but rather also
with the audience. Establishing credibility and trust often requires
understanding and appealing to the beliefs of the audience.83 For
the SLHP, the ethos was tied to the degree to which the writer
understood the interviewee and their positionality, including their
community. Harris’s credibility then emerges from her positional-
ity as a woman able to be a sympathetic listener among her own
community.
What is not said here, what is visibly invisible, is the way her

whiteness is simultaneously used to give her the permission and
ability to move freely among her town, as well as across the state of
North Carolina, to acquire interviews from both Black and White
residents. In total, Harris wrote interviewswith 95 people, of which
27 were from White women, 36 were from White men, 18 were
from Black women, and 12 were from Black men.84 Black writers
were not afforded this same freedom of movement and access to
different racialized communities as consequences for crossing into
segregated White-only spaces had violent and potentially lethal
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results. Therefore, it was the interrelation of Harris’s whiteness,
gender, as well as her middle-class connections that positioned her
as a sympathetic listener, which, togetherwith herwriting skills, led
her to acquire more interviews than any other writer in the SLHP.
In addition to gendered ideas about women as more sympathetic

listeners, White women were also positioned as less threatening
and thus more likely to gain entrance into communities thought
to be resistant to interviews. Ida Moore’s early work on interviews
with mill workers demonstrated how she used this assumption to
her advantage. Couch hired Ida Moore in May 1938 as one of the
first people to work on the life histories project in the position of
a noncertified, nonsecurity worker. In a letter advocating for her
hire, he wrote, “We have in hand at present in typescript a novel
of hers which has been read by about one-half dozen persons, all
of whom have recommended it highly...Miss Moore has had two
years of college work, has taught school, and has learned much in
the last ten years from having to forage for a living for herself and
several brothers and sisters. Of the persons whom I know, who are
available for this job, I consider her the best.”85

Couch established Moore’s ethos by referring to her role as a
teacher, her college education, the existence of amanuscript as evi-
dence of her writing skill, her lower-class roots, and her resource-
fulness. Together with these specifically stated skills, Couch used
Moore’s gender, race, and class to task her with what he and oth-
ers thought would be some of the most difficult communities to
interview, those from the industrial mills that were spreading across
North Carolina. These mills were known for harsh working con-
ditions and overbearing managerial systems that frowned upon
outsiders asking questions. According to Couch, many argued that
“ ‘the effort to get stories from people living in textile mill villages
would arouse suspicion and that any person attempting to getmate-
rial would very likely be rejected. It was also said that the people
would not talk.’ ”86 However,Moore “proved the job could be done”
by collecting more than 28 life histories from mill workers.
Contrary to any difficulty, Moore describes the ease with which

she enters towns, homes, and lives in the life histories she wrote.
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She is welcomed into living rooms, invited to sharemeals with fam-
ilies who don’t have much food, and asked to sit in chairs that are
positioned within a few feet of people’s beds in their one-room
homes.87 Moore is afforded access to these intimate spaces of the
home in large part because of her gender and race. As feminist
rhetorician Jessica Enoch explains, “Gender, especially when it is
animated by class, culture, race, sexuality, and ability, conditions
where a person is able to go, the spaces that can be occupied, and
the kinds of knowledge and credibility that can be cultivated within
that space”88 In this case, Moore uses the interrelation of her gen-
der, race, class, and rhetorical purpose to gain entrance into the
lives of the interviewees.
How Moore accessed an interview with Frank Martin demon-

strates how she used her positionality to gain access. In fact, the
way in which she gained entrance to the Martin home in order to
reveal a poignant story was so important that it was used to create a
radio documentary. One interviewee describes Moore to her hus-
band, encouraging him to talk to Moore. Here is the “writer-lady I
tole I had the conversation with las week. She is writing up people
in this county so’s the rest of the world can know howwe lives. She
would like, as I said, for you to be in her book.”89 While class and
race are certainly signaled with the written dialect Moore chose to
use in this life history as Layer 4 will discuss in more detail, this fig-
urine of Moore as a “writer-lady” emphasizes her gender as tied to
her profession to demonstrate her ethos, establishing her credibil-
ity as someone worth talking to. Within the intimacy of the home,
the dominion of women,Moore used her gender and the unmarked
ability of her whiteness to position herself as a professional writer
knowledgeable about the struggles of home life to put interviewees
at ease and encourage them to share their life histories to someone
who was otherwise a stranger.90 Leaning into such gendered and
raced assumptions to establish a professional ethos was the same
rhetorical move that White women performed to position them-
selves as experts in the growing field of social work.Moore did such
a good job showing that life histories could be collected from what
was considered one of the hardest to reach communities that she
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wrote the manual on life histories, which was sent to all writers and
administrators in the SLHP.
While Couch and other SLHP administrators in North Carolina

looked toWhite women as lead writers who could savvily use their
positionality to gain access to communities to write compelling life
histories, their assumptions were not shared throughout the SLHP.
Other key state administrators relied rather on problematic ideas
of women as less capable than men. Most notably, James Aswell
and William McDaniel in Tennessee took a significantly differ-
ent approach to their writers as they felt virtually none of them
were capable of writing. Complaining of the incompetence of the
writers, Aswell wrote Couch,

We are handicapped by having no field workers who can write or
knowwhat to look for. I have to tear down each thing that comes in,
reassemble it, and then send it back with detailed instructions for
expansion...When the piece is returned (with blanks that we fur-
nish filled out with physical description of the interviewed and the
neighborhood), then the thing has to be cut, the dialogue made nat-
ural and often more material sent for to fill up the cracks in the
continuity...The field workers themselves are often half-illiterates.
While this has its obvious advantages, the disadvantages are also
pretty heavy.91

Despite the extremely condescending tone and opaque meaning of
why it would be advantageous to have half-illiterates as field work-
ers, Aswell and McDaniel did see some promise in three White
female writers, Nellie Gray Toler, Della Yoe, and Ruth Clark, who
ultimately were the three most prolific writers in Tennessee. How-
ever, the promise that was seen was mostly in the women’s ability
to connect with the community and record information rather than
their writing which they admonished with such elite and sexist
critique.
Writing about Nellie Gray Toler, Aswell explained, “We’ve had

a special problem in getting out these life histories. Some of the
‘writers’ could not write. Take Toler, for example. Her sole virtue
is facility with shorthand. Most of her papers come to us in such
a jumbled mess that at first reading, nobody on earth could make
head nor tail of them. It is only after the most painstaking delv-
ing and cutting that sense begins to emerge.”92 While with less
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malevolence, McDaniel made a similar backhanded compliment of
Toler in a letter to Couch about the process of life history collec-
tion in Tennessee, “Though she is no writer, she is no doubt our
most valuable field worker. She is able and willing to do efficiently
anything we ask.”93 In the same letter, he gives “praise” to Ruth
Clark, explaining that her “greatest attribute is that she is one of
the people. She shares their views, religion and mode of living, and
through that gets into her stories the essence of their community
life.”94

In both of these examples, Aswell and McDaniel downplay, if
not outrightly denigrate, the writing abilities of Toler and Clark,
instead positioning their usefulness as a matter of their willing-
ness to record as well as connect to the communities that they
were interviewing. Such painfully gendered notions of professional
writing likely resulted from similar rhetorical moves made within
the field of social work as well as the growing equation of cleri-
cal work with women’s work. This view saw clerical work as the
“routinized and deskilled” recording of material that was already
intellectually composed, leading to the understanding that the act
of “writing,” as Solberg explains, was split into the “head” work of
male executives and the “hand” work of female clerical workers.”95

This formulation of writing devalues the “bodily labor of writing”
and the expertise needed to navigate complex social environ-
ments to acquire interviewees and choose relevant information to
document.96 It flattens the writing process to the final end product,
erasing its composite parts and the labor performed by the White
female writers.
Though Couch took a different approach to administer life his-

tories than McDaniel, Aswell, and other SLHP supervisors, White
women played a central role in the SLHP. Women occupied these
roles because of the gendered assumptions about their supposed
superior abilities to listen and their demure position, which then
allowed them to put interviewees at ease. Certainwriters even used
those assumptions to create space for their writing and approach to
life histories, such as Bernice Harris and Muriel Wolff, two of the
most prolific writers.97 While White women writers seized this
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opportunity to contribute to the SLHP, their Black female coun-
terparts were denied. In fact, Black writers were systematically
excluded from the project, even as efforts were still made to cap-
ture the life histories of Black interviewees. However, the ways in
which blackness was represented often corresponded to Jim Crow
characterizations expected by a White audience, which Layer 4
demonstrates.

TheMarginalization of BlackWriters

Looking at themaps of Black writers andWhite writers reveals that
White writers wrote the vast majority of life histories. In total, 159
of the writers were White, 7 were Black, and there was 1 Chinese
American writer who wrote a single life history.98 Of this dispro-
portionately small group of Black writers was Robert McKinney,
who wrote 17 life histories, which was twice as many as any of the
other Black writers. McKinney was a graduate of Xavier University
of New Orleans and collected the stories of residents of the Cres-
cent City. As a member of an integrated unit, McKinney and his
colleagues within the Louisiana FWP demonstrated that hiring and
creating the institutional structures that included a wide range of
perspectives was possible. The data and work in Louisiana bring
into relief racist ideologies that guided the life histories project in
the other Southern states, despite advocacy from colleagues within
the FWP.
To increase Black representation in the ranks of the FWP, in 1936

Alsberg created the Office of Negro Affairs led by Sterling Brown
and state and local offices known as Negro Working Units.99 Yet
these units were segregated and often required workers to depend
on Historically Black Colleges to find office space as they were
forbidden to work in the same space as White colleagues. Brown
worked hard to advocate for the inclusion of Black writers in all
FWP initiatives.100 However, he consistently met resistance by
White administrators. These administrators argued that they were
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unable to hire Black writers because of the requirements of seg-
regation, the lack of writing skill, and the unwillingness of the
Washington office to provide adequate resources for hiring.
Couch and the other SLHP administrators relied on structures

of segregation, together with racialized rhetoric defining writing
skill and objectivity to veil their racist hiring practices. When asked
to explain why more Black writers had not been hired, Edwin
Bjorkman wrote to the office of Negro Affairs that not a sin-
gle Black person had been hired in North Carolina because “the
resources of the Writers’ Project ‘have not permitted the setting
up of separate establishments, which would be required for such
employment.’ ”101 Again relying on the argument of scarcity in
resources that also effectively blamed Black writers, in a sepa-
rate letter referencing his inability to hire Black writers, Bjorkman
stated,

Efforts to do better in this respect have failed on account of the
impossibility of finding members of that race capable of qualifica-
tion for the project while certified on relief. The few employed have
invariably had to be dropped after a short time because they did
nothing at all...With a very small percentage of non-relief workers
allowed to the project, and with such positions absolutely needed
for the filling of directive and supervisory positions, it has been
impossible to place any negroes in this class.102

Following the almost exact same line of logic while also appealing
to White supremacist sensibilities, Alabama state director Myrtle
Miles stated, “ ‘Members of the race who are fortunate enough to
have [Tuskegee] Institute training are not on relief,’ ‘it would be
unwise to give a Negro this job...There is considerable racial sen-
sitiveness in Tuskegee and vicinity.’ ”103 According to this logic,
therewere not enough skilled Blackwriters who qualified for relief.
Those who were skilled writers did not qualify for relief, and the
respective state officeswere notwilling to expend limited resources
on hiring non-relief Black writers.
Couch echoed the argument of the inability to find Black writers

but did so by appealing to the rhetoric of colorblindness. Writing
to Alsberg, he explained,
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Since taking on the job of Regional Director, I have found it nec-
essary to spend a large part of my time working on the problem of
improving the quality of personnel on state staff. I have not recom-
mended or approved anyone for any non-relief position without
first having definite evidence in the form of printed manuscript
material as to his ability to write. I have held to this in dealing
with white persons and I do not believe I should discriminate for
or against Negros in this particular. There are no non-relief vacan-
cies in North Carolina or on the Regional staff at the present time.
On the Regional staff I have employed only those persons that I
think have exceptional talent. Nothing would delight me more than
to discover a Negro with exceptional writing talent, legally resi-
dent in the states with which I deal, and desiring to work on the
Writers’ Project...I shall appreciate greatly any evidence that any-
one can give me in locating Negros who are qualified for work on
the Writers’ Project in this region.104

Couch’s argument to Alsberg assumed that there were not any good
Black writers who qualified for relief and instead focused on the
idea of hiring into the few allotted non-relief positions. In this case,
he relied on racist structures of evidence that purport a type of
objectivity and colorblindness to conclude that no Black writers
could provide “evidence in the form of printed manuscript mate-
rial” of “exceptional talent.” Such reliance on printed manuscripts
did not take into account inequalities in access to presses or higher
education, not tomention his opaque definition ofwhat constituted
“exceptional talent.”
Moreover, while Couch seemed to lament the fact that no one

was helping him locate qualified Black writers, Irma Neal Henry,
consultant on Negro Affairs in North Carolina, was continually
writing him with names and resumes of candidates with a college
education and considerable writing experience.105 One candidate
included Dr. Edward Farrison, who had a PhD in English fromOhio
State University and was an English and public speaking professor
at Bennett College for 12 years.106 Additionally, he had published in
several scholarly journals, including The Journal of Negro History
and The Crisis. Despite the exceptional qualifications of Farrison,
Couch claimed that while there were a number of jobs in which
Farrison could “be very useful,” he did “not see any chance to
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increase the salaried staff.” In other words, there were no paid posi-
tions available for Farrison; however, Couch alluded to the fact
that there may be a nonpaid position available as he had worked
with others who offered their assistance “on a voluntary, non-
salary basis.”107 Therefore, even when Couch was presented with
an extremely qualified Black candidate, he was not willing to make
a non-relief position available but would consider using his unpaid
labor, something most could not afford to give, not to mention the
insult provided by such a suggestion.
When one of the few Black writers were assigned life histories,

they were always given African Americans to interview, and their
work was continually critiqued as lacking objectivity. In a letter to
Couch, Georgia FWP State Director Samuel Tupper wrote, “We
have found it very difficult to get good stories written by Negroes
about Negroes. The difficulty seems to me that educated Negroes
wish to make themselves and their race appear to have a good
advantage and they think this can be done by talking in stilted lan-
guage about things of no interest or importance.”108 Couch seized
on this criticism by Tupper that Black writers could not write
objectively by immediately writing one of his favorite state direc-
tors, William McDaniel, asking him to give “a detailed account of
your experience with the Negro writers of life histories” and “any
general criticisms of the stories submitted by these writers. I wish
you would please state what these criticisms were and what efforts
you made to have them corrected.”109 Couch’s intention was to
compare McDaniel’s response with those from other state direc-
tors. The quickness and intensity with which Couch responded
to criticism of one writer demonstrated how racialized thinking
informed all writing produced by Black writers. Suddenly, all Black
writers were clumped together, losing all individuality, such that
all of their writing was seen through a lens of blackness that was
equated with a lack of skill and objectivity.
Such thinking was endemic to the nearly all-White adminis-

tration of the FWP. FWP staff often questioned whether Black
employees of the FWP together with Black informants could be
objective, citing their “Negro bias.”110 Uncritical of the racist
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logic that undergirded their critique, these White staff members
understood themselves as capable of objectivity, again allowing for
whiteness to be synonymous with neutrality.111 Such an assump-
tion that Black writers could not allow Black interviewees to speak
for themselves was representative of criticism faced by almost all
Black writers at the time. Citing Bill Andrews, Stewart explained
that “African American autobiography emerged as a genre that
relied heavily on rhetorical strategies in order to prove that the
black narrator was a purveyor of truth—a truth-teller.”112 That the
SLHP practiced this racialized thinking that questioned the objec-
tivity of Black writers and interviewees while seeking authentic
and real stories demonstrated how neutrality was always already
equated with whiteness within the project.
In the end, Couch declared, “In the past two months I have

spent several hours writing letters and having conferences over
the matter of Negro employment on the North Carolina staff and
the Regional staff. I feel that this time has been wasted … I do
not feel that it is wise for me to spend time getting information
about the qualifications of persons that might be employed unless
there is a definite prospect of vacancies in which they might be
used.”113 While Couch seemed to blame the Washington office for
lack of vacancies, it was clear that he was rarely willing to advocate
for Black writers to occupy such non-relief positions. Moreover,
Couch’s argument about wasting his time was quite poignant given
the fact that at the same time he was writing this, he was also berat-
ing the state directors for not “looking around” the community
for writers who qualify for relief and approaching their person-
nel with the necessary “enthusiasm and understanding” necessary
to discover the “the abilities of persons on their staffs.”114 Such
a contradiction evidences the underlying racialized logic about
which writers were worthy of the time necessary to help them
discover their own abilities and allot non-relief positions to those
with exceptional talent. This logic aimed to position White writ-
ers as more qualified to document and write life histories while
disqualifying Black writers from working on the project.
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A Complex Ecosystem

Within the complex documentary ecosystem of the FWP, Couch
and his fellow administrators carved out a space for the SLHP by
creating a version of the life history method that was distinct from
other sociological approaches. For the SLHP, life histories were
written for a generalized audience by writers who were not trained
academics. Most importantly, the FWP life history did not focus
on exceptional but rather common workers throughout the South.
The interviewees were supposed to give their own perspectives of
their lives. The democratic ethos of the project resonated well with
the larger FWP concerned with documenting real life as Americans
lived it.
However, how the SLHP distinguished life histories from its

rival projects in the FWP—the Social-Ethnic Studies, the Folk-
lore Project, and the Ex-Slave Narratives—alongside competing
methods from the world of sociology shaped who could be repre-
sented and who could do the work of documenting. They focused
on the “typical” person, rather than ethnic communities, and their
lived experiences in the present, rather than folklore or the past.
Concerns about the region’s economic conditions resulted in a
focus on labor. Shaped by Jim Crow logic, the common workers
were grouped along a Black/White binary. As a result, other eth-
nic and indigenous communities were seen as outside the scope
of the SLHP. This Black/White binary was also reproduced when
the SLHP hired writers. Assumptions about White women’s natu-
ral abilities alongside their role in society created space for White
women to take control of the pen and typewriter. As Layer 4 dis-
cusses, the project’s purpose and the positionality of the writers
necessarily shaped the content and form of the life histories.



Layer 4: Rhetorical Strategies and
Representation

Introduction

Amemorandum sent to Southern state offices on October 27, 1938,
provided explicit feedback on an early collection of the life his-
tories, explaining that “while these sketches are remarkably good
for field reports, a few show a tendency toward overwriting. The
most effective stories are those simply told—where the characters
speak for themselves, with small assistance from the interviewer.”1

This editorial directive of letting “the characters speak for them-
selves” constituted the ethos of life histories and set it apart from
other types of documentary writing. Sociology produced numeric
summaries and case studies from the researcher’s point of view,
while literature tended to construct composite characters emanat-
ing from stereotypes, Couch argued. In contrast, life histories were
positioned as stories that better captured the interviewee’s actual
voice and therefore were more real, authentic, and accurate. How-
ever, the question of how to create these stories was very much up
for debate aswriters and editors grappled over how towrite a short,
coherent, and engaging story of a person’s life that was in their own
words.
In a little over one year, the Southern Life History Project (SLHP)

would negotiate the final form of a life history. At the heart of this
undertaking was a series of questions, including how to convey that
the story told was authentic and in the interviewees’ own words.
This provoked questions such as how the writer and interviewee’s
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subjectivity should factor into the life history, leading to decisions
about content, structure, and modes of representation to formalize
the method. As a result, Couch, SLHP editors, and writers negoti-
ated a set of practices and strategies that they believed produced a
more authentic, legitimate, and insightful form of documentation.
They came to understand themselves as creating “human docu-
ments” through “word pictures” that documented people’s stories.
To create these human documents, they used a series of strate-
gies that were understood as observational and therefore objective
rather than as making arguments or judgments about society. They
were to be the empirical data that could be mined and put together
to reveal new aspects of American society.
In this layer, we analyze the form of the life histories as writ-

ten documents. The socially constituted systems they produced
involved a dynamic network of players: writers, interviewees, edi-
tors, directors, and the Washington FWP office. Each of these
contributed their own influences over the form of the life histories.
By investigating the draft, edited, and final written documents pro-
duced within these systems, we identify how the SLHP sought to
position the interviewees as authentic and real. This was achieved
by using strategies such as beginning with descriptions of the home
space to set the scene of the interview, privileging first-person
point of view and quotations, and implementing written dialect to
represent stereotypical notions of blackness. The strategies posi-
tioned the writer as present and often explicitly welcomed to bear
witness to the person’s story. The writer acted as a scribe, docu-
menting the person’s story in their own words and style of speech.
These features were designed to convey to the reader that they
were hearing an interviewee’s actual voice, which gave the life his-
tory credibility. The SLHP hoped these features would motivate
readers to identify and empathize with people in their life histories.
Our digitized collection of life histories serves as a rich data

source for investigating the forms and functions of the written
records produced by the SLHP.2 Computational methods are used
to augment and assist in a close reading of individual life histories.
In this layer, we use two text-analysis techniques to help identify
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patterns within the collection of life histories. Following the termi-
nology in corpus linguistics, each life history will be referred to as
a “document.” Topic models are used to identify “topics”—groups
of words that tend to occur together within the same documents.
Document clustering is used to find groups of documents that
tend to use a similar collection of words. Together, these tech-
niques allow us to organize the lexicon of words and collections
of documents in semantically meaningful ways that help identify
and understand how a close reading of an individual life history
relates to large-scale patterns. Further details of these techniques
and how they were applied to the collection are given in the Meth-
ods section. Links to topics and clusters of interest are included
throughout the layer.

Understanding through ‘Human Documents’

As discussed in Layer 3, the SLHP was able to carve out a unique
place in the ecosystem of documentary projects in the FWP by
positioning the project as concerned with capturing the life his-
tories of “typical” Southerners from an array of occupational sec-
tors, thereby distinguishing it from the Social-Ethnic and Folklore
projects. Unlike the Social-Ethnic Studies, the SLHP was not inter-
ested in documenting people’s stories from what they defined as
ethnic communities, but instead “typical” Americans, which came
to be understood as those individuals who SLHP administrators
and staff could identify as either Black or White. Moreover, the
SLHP was careful to distinguish itself from the Folklore Project,
viewing folklore as concernedwith capturing fading artifacts of cul-
ture passed down orally from generation to generation, indebted to
concepts in anthropology. Instead, the SLHP redefined the qualita-
tive method of life histories from sociology. Life histories had been
used in sociology primarily to document those deemed too deviant
as a way for researchers to understand how such delinquency was
produced.3 Couch felt that such a focus on deviance missed life
histories’ true potential to serve as “human documents.”
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The SLHP’s investment was less about proving that life histories
were more or less scientific than other methods but rather a bet-
ter way to understand and communicate the human condition. It
was grounded in literature and documentary strategies rather than
social science and written for a nonacademic audience. Human-
centric documents in the form of accessible, well-written stories
were better positioned for understanding American communities,
economic structures, and everyday life, they argued. In this way,
Couch believed that life histories could reveal the “more significant
aspects of the whole life experience, including memories of ances-
try, written from the standpoint of the individual himself.”4 Ideally,
readers would respond as Georgia FWP State Director Samuel
Tupper did to Annie Rose’s life history of Fannie Hopkins, “You
have given the story a very human quality, and after reading it, I
felt that I really had seen the woman.”5

For the SLHP, understanding people meant visiting, talking, and
listening to individuals who, through their words, created in aggre-
gate a more holistic picture of an aspect of society such as the
economy, education, and political beliefs. Numerical summaries
could never get at this complexity, for they obscured and removed
the kind of evidence that, to the SLHP, was more legitimate, the
actual words of people. The indexical approach mirrored the truth
claims of photography. Like a photographer, the writer had to
frame the scene and then record the light with their pen rather than
a shutter. The image they createdwas to be, as SLHP administrators
consistently repeated, a “word picture.” Despite the strong belief
in the necessity of creating a “word picture,” SLHP administrators
did not have a clear understanding of the particular conventions
involved other than the importance of demonstrating authentic-
ity, which became the central concern behind discussions over the
form of the life history.

Instructions toWriters

Because Couch and the other SLHP administrators did not have
a clear understanding of the specific conventions and structure of
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life histories, the instructions given to the writers were both vague
and contradictory. Writers were given a rough outline of topics to
cover, including family, education, income, attitudes toward work
and life, religion and morals, medical needs, diet, and the use of
their time. The topic models indicate writers did use the outlines
as a guide. Many of the topics center on particular professions, one
of the dominant subjects in the questions. For example, Topic 1
focuses on factories, Topic 3 on mills and barber shops, Topic 5 on
insurance offices, Topic 14 on education, and Topic 15 on the law.
These topics emerge because individual life histories tend to spend
a significant portion of the interview discussing topics related to
occupations and local industries. However, the instructions that
accompanied this document stated, “It is not desired that each life
history or story follow this outline in a rigid manner … [the writer]
may follow the whole outline or limit himself to a part of it.”6 As
suggested by a lack of topics related to other questions, such as
religion and morals, writers would also follow their interests.
When it came to the point of view, “it is immaterial whether the

stories are written in the first, second or third person.”7 Addition-
ally, the instructions stated to avoid generalities and the expression
of judgment. Instead, the writer “must try to discover the real feel-
ings of the person consulted andmust record this feeling regardless
of his own attitude toward it.” Above all, the writer should strive
for “accuracy, human interest, social importance, [and] literary
excellence.”8 These instructions left significant room for interpre-
tation, and as a result, writers initially sent in a wide variety of
stories, many of which Couch deemed inadequate. Therefore, he
looked to a few writers such as Ida Moore to create models that
could be emulated and began, in conversationwith writers and edi-
tors, to narrow the possibilities and formalize the composition of a
life history.
Moore’s life history of Mary Rumbley, a White woman and for-

mer mill worker from Burlington, North Carolina, became the
primary example.9 While there are several life histories that share
little in common with the conventions from Rumbley’s life his-
tory, text analysis methods that read the entire SLHP collection at
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Figure 14
The life history of Mary Rumbley conducted by Ida Moore.

scale reveal common trends that most of the stories used to cre-
ate the genre of the life history, including setting the scene of the
encounter between the writer and interviewee followed by signif-
icant use of block quotes to center the words of the interviewee.
Together, these strategies were designed to realize a “method of
writing life histories from the viewpoint of the person concerned”
that fulfilled the goal of “life histories as a method of revealing
people,” which Couch called for.10
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No Space Like Home

How to open a life historywas an immediate challenge.While some
of the life histories opened with the interviewee’s words, others
began with a description of the writer and how they came to share
space with the interviewee. Given that writers were documenting
another person’s life history, not themselves, one might think that
including the writer in the story would have been frowned upon.
After all, these were to be word pictures from the interviewee’s
words. However, editors believed that by indicating that the writer
and interviewee(s) were occupying the same space in which the
interviewer was a mere recorder of information, the life histories
could better solidify their claims to accuracy and authenticity and,
therefore, as a way of knowing.11

The writers indicated their presence while simultaneously cue-
ing the reader into the interviewee’s lived experience by setting
the scene of the interview. As Assistant Regional Director Walter
Cutter wrote to Bernice Harris:

We are trying to portray the lives of real people for other real people
to read and consider. To do this, the person concerned should speak
as much as possible, and the description of places, i.e., grounds,
houses, rooms, and furnishing, should usually be restricted to that
amount which will be sufficient to “set” the scene and be absorbed
naturally into the plan of the story. When there are two or three
pages of description, before a single voice is heard, something of
the vitality of the story as a human experience is lost.12

Accordingly, writers began to dedicate the first few paragraphs to
describe how they came to be in the interviewee’s presence. It was
not uncommon for a life history to start with a writer walking up to
a home, greeting an interviewee on a porch who then invites them
inside, or finds the person and walks through the porch to the inte-
rior. Once inside, the writers described the conditions often in the
form of an inventory of rooms and their objects. They list features
on the exterior such as the porch and gardens and in the interior
such as items in the home’s living room and kitchen. Indicatingwel-
comed access, proximity, and intimacy established that the writer
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was a reliable narrator and observer. Subsequently, once the ini-
tial scene of the interview was set in the introduction, the writers
would quickly get out of the way of the interview, falling into
the background to allow the interviewee’s voice to dominate the
remainder of the document. For example, this approach came to
be seen inMoore’s life history of Rumbley. Moore recounts her ini-
tial encounter with Rumbley, describes the home space, and notes
the physical appearance of Rumbley within the first two pages as a
way to set the scene. She then only occasionally asks a question to
maintain narrative clarity, allowing Rumbley’s story to take center
stage.
In this way, Moore and her fellow writers drew on the cultural

and social values and beliefs of certain spaces in early 20th-century
culture, especially the domestic sphere, to make claims to intimacy
while making social and economic class signals. By the 1930s, the
home was understood as a private space where an invitation was
required to enter. It was also a feminized space associated with
female labor as well as intimacy.13 Attuned to the home’s cul-
tural and social connotations, writers were encouraged to conduct
interviews inside people’s houses. The ability to enter the home—a
place associated with the personal and private—indicated that the
writer was getting one step closer to the person’s interior world.
Moreover, describing the home was a way to signal race and class
to an imagined audience understood as possessing White middle-
class sensibilities, a point that will be discussed in more detail
below.
Conducting interviews in people’s homes also offered the possi-

bility of putting interviewees at ease so that they would be more
comfortable to give genuine answers. A primary way of organiz-
ing whom to interview was by occupation. Asking a mill worker
questions about their job in front of their manager was a recipe for
disaster. As Virginia Writers’ Project Director Eudora Richardson
wrote to writer Mary S. Venable, “Under no circumstances should
you call on people in the place of employment or approach the offi-
cials of an industry. In every case, you should reach the men and
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women in their homes.”14 Together with these cultural and practi-
cal reasons, conducting the interviews in people’s homes demon-
strated authenticity, access, and intimacy through admittance to
the interior space of the home.
Given women’s claims (or relegation) to the domestic sphere

and therefore to access this space, a writer in a women’s body
became an asset rather than a hindrance. As demonstrated in Layer
3, White women writers were not only hired but produced a sig-
nificant amount of life histories, often interviewing people from
the communities they knew well. It was not only ideas about inti-
macy, access, and space that shaped their hiring but a trait that they
believed lent truthfulness to the life history. Sharing space, partic-
ularly domestic space, bolstered claims that the writer could access
a more authentic and informative life history. White women writ-
ers, primarily from the middle class, enjoyed access to their job in
the SLHP because of the gendered and racialized assumptions that
undergirded the life history method.

Point of View and Proximity

While setting the scene was viewed as an important move to sig-
nal the interview’s authenticity and cue the reader into notions of
race and class, it was not initially clear how to establish the writer’s
presence while making sure they didn’t take over the whole frame.
Central to establishing the writer’s presence was the question of
whose point of view the opening scene should be from.15 Aswriters
and editors worked together to standardize the form, they settled
on the use of first-personwhen setting the scene, as is the case with
Rumbley’s life history. Moore writes, “I went to seeMary the other
morning, a brisk October morning it was, and Mary was dropping a
piece of coal on the fire when I opened the door in response to her
‘Come in” ’[emphasis ours]. This initial scene is fromMoore’s point
of view as she describes her first encounter with Rumbley, which
began the interview.
By using I to represent the writer at the beginning of the life

history, the writer proved they were actually inhabiting the space
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with the person they were interviewing, in turn, lending authen-
ticity to the story that followed. Often, they even went to great
lengths to prove that they were not only allowed in the space but
welcomed. Therefore, the use of first-person narrative worked to
convey the intimacy between the writer and interviewee as well
as the reader and the interviewee. By setting the scene and using
first-person, the reader is asked to identify with the writer through
the use of I and join them in bearing witness to the interviewee’s
life history. These conventions relied on the spatial and affective
intimacy of the home, similar to how anthropological discourse
dominant at the time signaled a sense of being there and occupying
space with the community being studied as a source of author-
ity and authenticity.16 Therefore, by setting the scene, the writer
often made the reader feel like they were now in the room with
the interviewee. Together, the writer and reader could listen to the
interviewee recount their life history.

Description without Judgment

Because the writer was setting the scene to introduce the person
recounting their life history, editors and writers also negotiated
how present the writer should be in this initial prose. Writers and
editors struggled over which authorial voice and perspective to
privilege in the life histories. Therefore, a key part of editing the
life histories was finding a balance between setting the scene and
making sure the writer’s presence did not dominate the scene by
introducing the writer’s feelings and judgments.
Since the writer was supposed to be positioned as an observer

simply documenting the interviewee’s life, their attitudes and
beliefs were not supposed to emerge. A strategy became a focus
on description. The lists of features, reproduced in the topic mod-
els and document clusters, reveal the approach. Topic 6 serves as a
particularly good example of this language, with all of its strongest
associated words focusing on common areas and objects within
a house: “kitchen,” “yard,” “living room,” and “porch.” The words
indicate a focus on describing items at the location of the interview.
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Moore makes precisely this move-in Rumbley’s life history, not-
ing,

Above her mantel, there hangs a framed family record. It is a pic-
ture containing garlands of roses, an open hook, and two centrally
placed ovals bearing the words Father, Mother … The room in
which we sat had not been difficult to straighten. It contained an
iron bed, an old Singer sewing machine, a small walnut table and
the two rocking chairs before the fire. Sweepingmust have been the
most difficult job she had to perform because the floor was old and
splintery. Many bright colored pictures, most of them calendars,
were nailed to the dingy gray walls.17

Many others followed suit, such as writer Ina Hawkes, who
described approaching Fannie Busbin’s farm in Georgia: “A little
farther around the house I saw a large scuppernong vine covering
the arbor and loaded with scuppernongs. There were many trees
in the yards and the pear and pecan trees were full of fruit, but
the apple and peach tree, had just about stopped bearing fruit for
the season, I picked a handful of scuppernongs and continued on
around the house.”18 Setting the scene situated the writer as a keen
observer and therefore able to indexically document what they saw
and heard.
Another feature of the writing that editors homed in on was

words that they deemed too judgmental or opinionated. An aimwas
for the reader to draw their own conclusions from the interviews;
reducing language that suggested an opinion or judgment, often in
the form of adjectives, was a priority. The use of words such as
“disreputable” or “forlorn” was frowned upon, for they were seen
as introducing opinions and judgments that disrupted the writer’s
position as an intimate but nonetheless objective observer and got
in the way of the interviewee’s ability to tell their story on their
terms. Couch was continually frustrated with the Alabama FWP’s
life histories and their leadership, leading him to give direct and
explicit instructions about using opinions. Couch wrote a letter to
Alabama State Director Myrtle Miles offering feedback on the life
histories sent to him in Chapel Hill. Irritated by the inclusion of
opinions through the expression of the writer’s feelings, he wrote,

The terms “disreputable” and “forlorn” are emotive terms express-
ing feeling, and as used in this sentence, they express the feeling of
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the author. Now it happens that one of the first principles of this
work is that the author is to keep his feelings out of the stories. His
task is to try to get the people on paper as they see themselves, to
them to tell their own story in their own words as much as possible,
and to suppress his own feelings and attitudes.19

The writer, according to Couch, was to leave their feelings and
attitudes out of the story. The writer was a vehicle, like a cam-
era, for documenting another person’s life history by which the
reader could then draw conclusions. To drive the point home, he
continued:

This kind of statement should not be made. The author should
give his description and let the reader draw his conclusions as to
whether the place described is a slum or not. In the next sentence I
have to object to the “rude” shack “crouched low.” These terms are
terribly hackneyed. The author will find that if he will talk to the
people living in such a community, they will give him out of their
ownmouths description fresh, interesting, vivid, and farmore to the
point than anything he can get by “crouching” and “sprawling.”20

Looking at the text analysis also reveals the emphasis on reduc-
ing the writer’s attitudes when setting the scene. The clustering of
primarily nouns and verbs in the theme visualizer further indicates
how adjectives were less prevalent. Consider, for example, Topic
14, which focuses on teaching and education. The most promi-
nent words in the topic include nouns describing the people and
places involved in the education domain: “teacher,” “college,” “ser-
vice,” and “book.” The other most strongly associated words with
the topic include active verbs such as “teach,” “become,” “study,”
and “attend.” None of the top 20 words associated with the topic
are adjectives or adverbs. Similarly, Topic 10 centers on farming.
It is most associated with nouns such as “acre,” “crop,” “tobacco,”
“mule,” and “horse”; aswith the education topic, affective adjectives
and adverbs describing farm life are not prominent in the topic.
Similar patterns appear across the other topics identified by both
topic models.
Editors also sought to reduce literary flourishes that they under-

stood as challenging the observational stance of the writer. Citing
Jack Kytle’s life history of Bob Curtis, Couch wrote, “The general
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Figure 15
Life history of Bob Curtis by Jack Kytle.

introduction on page 1 gives information that is needed, and it con-
veys this information very well, but for our purpose such passages
as thiswould be better if the informationwere givenwithout the use
of figures of speech. We wish to avoid the appearance of attempt-
ing to be literary.”21 Using literary techniques risked centering the
writer’s voice and authority by establishing their writing style in the
document. By instead focusing on lists of features on the exterior
and material culture on the interior, the life histories drew focus
on the interviewee. Writers could then convey “authentic” mes-
sages about class and lifestyle, from which the reader could draw a
picture in their mind of the person’s living conditions and thereby
develop their own interpretations.
Along with attention to language, overuse of language also risked

undermining the writer’s position as simply an observer reporting
the facts who enabled the interviewee to speak for themselves.
Often editors cut down the opening section. Editors constantly
charged writers with “overwriting.” They worried that the writ-
ers were either too focused on themselves, thereby shifting the
authorial voice, or overly interpreting the interviewees’ thoughts
and feelings. For example, as mentioned earlier, an editorial report
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on life histories from a North Carolina mill village stated, “While
these sketches are remarkably good for field reports, a few show a
tendency towards overwriting. The most effective stories are those
simply told.”22 The report went on to add that “the other sketches,
where the research worker is neither described nor introduced, are
better.”23 A constant theme became that the writing should focus
on creating word pictures to effectively convey that the reader was
hearing the authentic voice of the interviewee.
While the formof the life histories tried to assert claims of neutral

observation, racialized logic still permeated. Writers’ and editors’
editorial decisions were not evenly applied. One area where racial-
ized decision-making becomes pronounced is the set of interviews
with people working in agriculture or related service sectors, par-
ticularly how they used adjectives when setting the scene and
describing the home. Document Cluster 5, Cluster 6, Cluster 7, and
Cluster 8 contain life histories related to agricultural work.24 The
interviews in document Cluster 5, Cluster 6, and Cluster 7 are pre-
dominantly fromWhite interviewees, with nomore than 19 percent
of the interviews taken from Black interviewees. Themost strongly
associated words for these clusters are concrete nouns describing
household objects, such as “bedroom,” “kitchen,” “yard,” “stove,”
and “porch.”
In contrast, document Cluster 8 consists of a nearly even split

betweenWhite and Black interviewees (48 percent vs. 52 percent).
The most strongly associated words in this cluster include words
such as “dirty” and “dingy.” The use of disparaging adjectives used
to describe White and Black homes’ interiors extends to the exte-
rior, but primarily with Black interviewees.Writers regularly set the
stage by describing the homes as “dilapidated”25 and with “rickety”
steps or pillars,26 immediately situating the interviewee as residing
in poverty. The descriptions framed the interviewee as unable to
maintain their home, which risked playing into problematic racial-
ized stereotypes. As a result, editorial decisions when setting the
scene were applied through racialized and classed gazes.
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Shifting Authorial Voice with Block Quotes

Following the setting of the scene, the reader joins the writer to lis-
ten to the life history. To suggest that the words are exactly those
of the interviewee, they are in the form of a series of block quotes.
Often, the block quotes are uninterrupted. Because the writer does
not disrupt the interviewee, the story seemingly flows from the
interviewee as a whole, from start to finish. As a result, the reader
feels like they are listening to an unmediated and complete life
history.
Using first-person narratives in the life histories furthered claims

to documenting an authentic story. Although Edwin Bjorkman
wrote to fellow FWP administrator George Andrews, along with
writers Mary Northrop, Sidney Jones, Harriet Corley, and W. O.
Saunders, that accurately documenting the life history did “not
mean that the stories necessarily must be told in the first person,”
it was often the case.27 By suggesting that the document exactly
recounts the interviewee’s words in first-person block quotes, the
life histories drew on the power of autobiography and biography.28

The writer figuratively (and physically) sets the scene like a biogra-
pher to introduce the main character, the interviewee. The person
inhabiting the first-person point of view then switches to the inter-
viewee as they recount their life story in an autobiographical style.
This narrative strategy seeks to eliminate the possibility that the
reader is reading anything but the person’s narration of their own
story in their own words through quote after quote after quote.
While block quotes denote authenticity, the reality behind how

the quotes were obtained is quite murky, given that writers did not
have recording equipment, instead relying on their notes andmem-
ory. This situation created such difficulty that many writers balked
at the long block quoteswhen readingRumbley’s story as the exam-
ple theywere supposed to follow. For example, after reading the life
history aloud to his writers, Chalmers Murray, a district supervisor
in South Carolina, explained that:
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Several of the workers objected to the long dialogue—or rather the
long monologue—saying that it would have been utterly impossi-
ble for the author to remember page after page of conversation.
I told them that they were not to take too literally the directions
about giving a verbatim account of the interview. This cannot be
done unless one took stenographic notes or used a dictaphone. If
the person interviewed does not speak out of character in the story
or is not grossly misquoted, there is little to worry about, in my
opinion. Probably nothing in the way of an interview would ever
be published if the verbatim recording were required.29

Therefore, block quotes became a strategy to convince the reader
that the writer indexically documented the interviewee’s exact
words and that the interviewee was literally speaking for them-
selves, despite the liberties that were taken in creating such quo-
tations. Block quotes were, then, a fundamental compositional
element of the word pictures. They offered to give voice to peo-
ple in a way that other documentary practices such as photography
could not. Yet, word pictures composed of block quotes came with
the challenge of how exactly to represent the voice of interviewees.

Dialect as Authenticity

Writers used dialect to bolster claims that the life history was the
actual voice of the interviewee. Dialect is a common narrative
device used to situate a person within a particular geography or
positionality, such as social class, ethnicity, race, and gender. Using
dialect to represent how a person spoke was designed to per-
suade the reader that the story was accurately recorded, a powerful
technique when combined with block quotes.30

With the use of written dialect, the SLHP entered a complicated
realm. On the one hand, writing all the interviews in “standard
English” couldmake themeasier to read for one of theirmajor audi-
ences, the White middle- and upper-class readers who supported
the literary market. On the other hand, claims to authenticity and
accuracy could be bolstered, administrators argued, if the life his-
tories read like people spoke. At a minimum, leaders like Alsberg
thought dialect would make the stories a bit more dynamic and
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Figure 16
Life history of Matt Wall by Louise Abbitt.

therefore engage potential readers. He wrote, “They might be use-
ful for our racial group and folklorework in other parts of the coun-
try. I think a little more of the flavor of the local dialect will make
the stories more readable, and that there should be considerably
more contrast, light and dark, in the telling.”31

Dialect is a prominent feature in the life histories. For example,
Topic 13 and Topic 16 aggregate around two different geographies.
Topic 13 includes interviews by a plethora of writers in Alabama
and South Carolina. Topic 16 focuses on interviews conducted by
Robert McKinney in New Orleans.32 For each of these topics, the
most prominent words are all forms of dialect. For example, “git,”
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“jest,” “reckon,” “hit,” “wuz,” “git,” “wid,” and “fer” being among the
most dominant terms.
Assigned to the New Orleans office, McKinney was one of the,

if not the first, Black writers hired as a part of FWP in Louisiana
but was not a member of the Black unit.33 The graduate of Xavier
University joined an integrated unit with Hazel Breaux, Margaret
Fisher Dalrymple, and others.34 His access to Black communities
in NewOrleans was seen as an asset by State Director Lyle Saxon.35

The efforts to capture slight distinctions in ways of speaking are
indicated by the slight differences in the use of dialect. For exam-
ple, McKinney works to capture the dropping of “g” in the back of
verbs such as “morning” and “living” and “a” in “again.” The careful
attention to certain kinds of linguistic features suggests the use of
dialect by a local writer attuned to the nuances of local speech. To
a reader from the community, the nuances of dialect could further
signal, particularly to a reader from the same community, that the
voice, and therefore story they are reading, is accurate and authen-
tic. However, the challengewith using dialect was that the intended
audience was not the person interviewed nor often even a member
of the community in which the interviewee resided but primar-
ily White middle-class reading publics, including academics and
bureaucrats.
The text analysis brings the racialized use of dialect into stark

contrast. The challenge, then, is that written dialect can undermine
people’s voices because of how written English functions socially
and culturally. “Standard” English is unquestioned and seen as nor-
mal, whereas dialect, signaled through the spelling ofwords, is often
linked to a series of assumptions about difference, which are often
shaped by race and class. An effort to respell a word to reflect how a
person pronounced it is often interpreted as amisspelling in the text
and is therefore associated with being uneducated or, at minimum,
different from the norm.36

An even stronger dialect signal can be found in the document
clustering model that does not remove dialect terms. The last
eight document clusters, 25–32 (Cluster 25, Cluster 26, Cluster 27,
Cluster 28, Cluster 29, Cluster 30, Cluster 31, Cluster 32) are all
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dominated by the usage of dialect. Looking at the proportion of
Black interviewees in these clusters shows that the dialect was used
to indicate race and class. Document clusters Cluster 28, Cluster 29,
Cluster 30, Cluster 31, and Cluster 32 all consist of at least 57 per-
cent Black interviews, while they only made up about one-quarter
of the life histories collected. Interestingly, the use of dialect does
not show strong clustering by specific location or writer. The
example of McKinney’s work clustering further demonstrates how
attention to local speech patterns was obfuscated in favor of amore
general, standardized “Southern” dialect, most commonly applied
to Black interviewees’ voices. Given the racist ideologies bolstered
by a culture of segregation that situated Black citizens as less than
their White counterparts, dialect could also function as a strategy
that furthered racist and White supremacist ideologies.
In the life histories, dialect was not applied evenly. Dialect is so

prominent in the life histories of Black interviewees that, if not
removed, almost all of the Black interviews will group together
based on dialect in the topic model. The fact that the dialect words
co-locate and become the most significant “topics” of Black inter-
viewees illuminates how computational text analysis methods can
limit our analysis at best and replicate racialized and racist ways
of knowing at worst. Primarily defining and exploring Black inter-
views by dialect risks recreating the same process as the SLHP
in a computational and digital form. While the topic model offers
insight into the interviews and racialized formal strategies, one risk
is only computational reading with the grain and not against it.
Because writers used dialect to mark race, a risk is that topic mod-
eling and document clustering reinscribes the racialized logic of
SLHP. A risk is reproducing a form of computational color blind-
ness, a problematic racist ideology in and of itself. As a result,
the models were adjusted (see Methods) to reveal subjects in the
interviews beyond just dialect. To further explore, see the Themes
Interface that also includes the topicmodels and document clusters
where dialect is not removed.
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Obscuring the Role of theWriter

Like the introduction, where the writer sets the scene, editors were
concerned about the writer’s presence throughout the rest of the
story as the interviewee recounted their life history throughmainly
block quotes. As Tennessee StateDirectorWilliamMcDaniel wrote
to Couch, “You will notice that we are not writing the life histories
in any prescribed form. Usually, the type of story dictates the best
manner in which to tell it. We have told this in the first person,
though the third person has been used inmost of the others.We are
keeping the interviewer out of them all as much as possible since
his presence in most cases has no constructive significance.”37

Disrupting the voice of the interviewee was deeply frowned
upon. Constantly frustrated by the life histories coming from
Alabama, Couch did not temper his criticism. Getting specific, he
wrote,

In this paragraph how does the author know that Nora is embar-
rassed by being in the same classes with children … how does
he know Beatrice has “accepted her father’s philosophy of life.
She is interested only in finding a man,” etc. The author should
be extremely careful how he makes statements like these. If Nora
and Beatrice said things which made him come to these conclu-
sions, he should repeat in his story what Nora and Beatrice said and
let the reader draw conclusions. If he drew his conclusions from
statements made by Bob or Christine, he should quote them.38

In other words, the writer should make sure to position such judg-
ments as emanating from the interviewee by including them in the
block quotes. They should not be in the words of the writer.
Editorial notes across the life histories indicate a significant

amount of time was spent removing the writer and forefronting
the interviewee. The way that the life histories were written—
specifically the use of block quotes and dialect—were intended to
suggest that the reader was listening to the interviewee’s story in
their exact words. They were simply telling their story with the
writer as a scribe. As a result, one could read the topics in the
Theme Interface they address as an indicator of the features of
social life that the interviewees found important, for example, the
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Figure 17
From These Are Our Lives, pp. 420–421.

topic model and document cluster focus on areas such as educa-
tion, employment, foodways, and the law. However, another way to
read these themes is as an indicator of the intentionality of the deci-
sionsmade for the subjects of the life histories. Several themesmap
onto the questions and themes that writers were told to explore in
the instructions.
Yet, the life history form obscured the role of questionnaires

and conversation in shaping the interviewee’s story as the writer
omitted the specific questions that they asked the interviewee. For
example, certain writers used questionnaires modeled from the
instructions that explicitly asked about areas such as food and edu-
cation. In contrast, certain writers pursued their own themes, such
as Rose Shepard, who asked questions that allowed White inter-
viewees in Jacksonville to obscure the horrors of chattel slavery
through Lost Cause romanticism and celebrate settler colonialism.
Many of these interviews are contained in Cluster 14 (with dialect).
Rather than represent that back-and-forth through dialogue, the
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writers used block quotes that obfuscated the role such prompts
had in shaping the story. The aim was to reify their claims that the
story was original to the interviewee and not biased or shaped by
the writer. By not indicating the role of conversation and questions
in shaping the interviewee’s story through block quotes, the form
obscured the writer and FWP’s authorial influence at large.
All of these strategies were in the service of producing a life

history that created a word picture focused on the interviewee.
Through setting the scene, the reader entered space with the inter-
viewee. Through block quotes, the reader heard directly, and ide-
ally without interruption, from the interviewee. Dialect made the
sounds of the physical interview come to life through the written
word. How to end the life history became the final challenge.

Closing a Life History

The question of how to close the life history was largely answered
by the unit’s most prolific writers. Some writers, particularly
Bernice Harris, ended the life history with the words of the
interviewee.39 While occasionally there was a short description
to close the scene followed by a quote from the interviewee, the
more common approach was to use block quotes until the end.
The authorial voice remained with the interviewee, who literally
had the last word.
When writers shifted their authorial voice back to themselves by

returning to their presence in the scene, editors worked to mini-
mize or remove the writer. This often came in the form of a few
sentences where the writer described leaving the location. Like a
play, they were exiting the scene. The approach recentered the
writer and disrupted the interviewee’s voice, and therefore risked
undermining the work of the life history. If the pages of block
quotes were meant to lull the reader into a sense that they were
next to the interviewer reading the exact words, and therefore
an unadulterated story of the person’s life, then returning to the
presence of the writer risked reminding the reader that a layer
of interpretation sat between them and the interviewee. A return
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to the writer also risked recentering them as the main character,
thereby hatching doubts about who the story was really about: Was
the life history a story about a writer meeting and interviewing a
person or a document of the interviewee’s story? The SLHP editors
made it clear that the goal was the latter.
To assert the claim that the reader was listening to the per-

son in their own words, revisers edited the life histories to let the
interviewee have the last word. For example, the edits of Gertha
Couric’s interview “A Day on the Farm” were mostly minor except
for the final marks. The editor marked out the final paragraph that
brought the interview back to Couric. She had written, “Soon after
this Gorman came for me, thus ending a day with the two little
ladies, who for fifty years, have held down a ‘man-sized’ jobwithout
complaint.”40 The edits appear to actually be those of Couch him-
self, who with the same penmanship wrote, “Excellent WC.” Even
if not Couch, the document demonstrates his approval of the inter-
view as exemplary, which a review of notes on other life histories
and his comments in his papers reveals was uncommon. However,
the ending that returned to Couric needed to be cut.
Another example further highlights the importance of the inter-

viewee’s voice as the last one the reader heard. In an interview
called “Life in a Shrimping and Oyster Shucking Camp,” the writer
Ida B. Prine ends with a three-paragraph description of the camp.
The last line then reads, “Amid such surroundings, these people
were very cheerful, and were delighted to have visitors.”41 Couch
was anything but delighted and commented in the document that
this approachwas a “Bad ending.”42 As both examples demonstrate,
SLHP editors andwriters agreed that the interview should endwith
the authorial voice of the interviewee.
These Are Our Lives, the only book published of the life histo-

ries during the era, further asserts the final form of the life history
as ending with the interviewee’s voice. With a few exceptions, life
histories quickly moved into block quotes indicating the authorial
shift to the interviewee and did not switch back to the writer. They
end in the room with the interviewee to convey their authentic-
ity through the intimacy of not only being in the room with the
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interviewee but hearing their voice last. The first and only book
published of life histories offers insight into the form the SLHP set-
tled on and the reader’s understanding of the success of centering
the interviewee’s story.

An Argument Published

Throughout 1938 and 1939, the SLHP formalized the form of a life
history. In a few paragraphs, the writer sets the scene. With the
writer in the interviewee’s physical presence, the writer turned the
authorial voice-over to the interviewee, who told their story. The
shift in authorial voice was indicated by the use of first-person
and block quotes. In one block quote after another, the intervie-
wee often began with the beginning of their life and moved to the
present, uninterrupted. The reader was positioned as having joined
the writer to bear witness to the exact words, literally quoted, from
the interviewee. The life history then ended with the interviewee
getting the last word. The form was designed to make sure the life
histories came from the viewpoint of the person telling their story,
an important shift in perspective that allowed individuals to speak
and be heard.
Each documentwas a single person’s life history, but theyweren’t

designed to be read in isolation. Couch argued that building, select-
ing, and organizing life histories into a collection was a critical
way that the life histories produced knowledge. “Until after a large
amount ofmaterial has been collected and studied, it is not possible
to knowwhat ismost important, most typical, or how stories should
be classified and published in order to give the most faithful repre-
sentation,” wrote Couch.43 The technology of the book, therefore,
became a strategy for how life histories created knowledge.
How the life histories were organized and therefore read became

another defining feature. The life histories were intended to be
read in aggregate. The insights they revealed were designed to be
produced through repetition, by reading one story after another to
paint a “word picture” through “human documents” of society. As
Couch wrote in the Preface to These Are Our Lives (TAOL), “The
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idea is to get life histories which are readable and faithful represen-
tations of living persons, and which, taken together, will give a fair
picture of the structure and working of society.”44

As a result, the SLHP directly entered debates about sociological
knowledge. The book’s formwas also an implicit critique of promi-
nent sociologists, who believed that quantitative data was at the
heart of producing a fair picture of society. As a part of their efforts
to fortify their claims to a science, prominent sociologists ampli-
fied calls to prioritize quantitative analysis. For example, the case
method advocates argued that the qualitative data that comprised
a case study, such as life histories, should be turned into quantita-
tive data. Quantitative methods could then be used to identify and
classify patterns in social behavior that could identify social types
and social laws.45 These methods were seen as more objective and
less biased. Much of this work was driven by sociologists invested
in social work, particularly the study of deviance that led to the
field of criminology. TAOL joined growing critiques that quanti-
tative data was the way to glean insights about social conditions.
Rather, the process of reading individual stories in aggregate—one
after another—allowed the reader also to identify patterns. Qualita-
tive data in the formof life histories, in otherwords, could shed light
on social structures and society. Accordingly, the SLHP planned a
series of books on topics such as mill village life and oil workers,
though TAOL was the only book published. It was not that the lit-
erary marketplace didn’t respond positively to the book; in fact the
first print quickly sold out. Rather, larger political issues and the
onset of World War II disrupted these larger publishing plans.
While readers waited for a second printing, reviewers were not

always as enamored though they were generally convinced of the
method. They were persuaded by the form’s claims of being the
authentic, accurate voice of the people interviewed. As a reviewer
in the Arkansas Democrat wrote,

“These Are Our Lives” is a new adventure in literature ... Here are
true stories of whites and negroes of sharecroppers, farm laborers,
landowners, mill and factory workers, persons engaged in service
occupations, persons on relief. These are their own stories because
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Figure 18
Photograph of These Are Our Lives displayed in Zibart’s Book Store in Tennessee,
taken by William McDaniel.

they are related in their own language, a language so faithfully tran-
scribed that as you read you feel you are listening as the subjects
narrate their experiences, their successes and failures, their hopes
and ambitions, their fears and sorrows.46



Layer 4: Rhetorical Strategies and Representation 129

The United Kingdom-based Sunday Mirror magazine section
wrote:

Today, Americans are meeting Americans as never before in the
history of the country. These United States have had their inter-
nal troubles, their bitter sectional differences—but today the farmer
knows his security depends on the well-being of industrial centers;
the mill worker knows that his food supply depends on the success
of the planter.
Oneway that Americans have been able to learn who their neigh-

bors are, how they get along is, by the factual reporting of the life
histories of living, average Americans.
One of the outstanding examples of such reporting is the recent

publication of the Federal Writers’ Project book, “These Are Our
Lives,” presenting the stories of Southern Americans in their own
words, written from the standpoint of the individuals themselves.47

As the Sunday Mirror’s review of TAOL demonstrates, the con-
ventions ultimately used to shape the life histories position the
content as the interviewee’s true words. The form, in aggregate,
could then shed light on social truths about society. “The method
of writing life histories from the viewpoint of the person concerned
is a new device,” wrote Couch. “It will depend for its final justi-
fication on whether the mass of readers is enabled to gain such
insight into the lives of other people as will lead to fresh apprecia-
tion and understanding. If this purpose is realized, the validity of the
method is vindicated.”48 The SLHP may not have been often vali-
dated by their sociology colleagues in Chapel Hill or Chicago, but
their primary audience read with appreciation and understanding.





Conclusion

In May of 1939, the Southern Life History Project (SLHP) pub-
lished, These Are Our Lives, a collection of 35 life histories, under
UNC Press. The release of this book came only ten months after
the SLHP began collecting interviews. The book garnered consid-
erable interest and favorable reviews. As a local UNC radio host
stated over the air, “These [life histories], when taken together,
should give a fair picture of the structure and workings of Southern
society.”1 Life histories were beginning to intervene in the depic-
tion of the region deemed “economic problem #1.” The book also
offered a successful example of why the FWP should even exist,
prompting ideas for similar books on different industries in the
South and other regions in the US. In the works were books on top-
ics such as oil workers, farm labor, and small-town life proposed
by FWP administrators and their interlocutors. Couch expressed
excitement and affirmation even as the institutional challenges
mounted amidst growing political controversy.
State directors reassigned writers from other projects to the

SLHP, and life histories flowed into the state offices. While there
was great excitement over expanding the life histories project, the
larger FWP was under scrutiny by Congress, especially the Dies
Committee, with charges from frivolous spending to ineptitude to
even the promotion of communistic ideals. These growing charges
combinedwith the imminent threat ofwar led to the reorganization
of the FWP and the end of the SLHP with Couch’s resignation in
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November 1939. The end of the SLHP highlights both the promise
and the problems with the life history documentary form.
Couchmounted a significant campaign before the official release

of These Are Our Lives to gather reviews for the book by sending
preview copies to countless scholars, news outlets, politicians, and
other notable community figures. In these letters, he largely began
with an explanation of the unique method of life histories, its rel-
evance for understanding the South, and the request for feedback.
For example, he wrote the following to Dr. Douglas Freeman of the
Richmond News-Inquirer:

This book is of an unusual nature. In fact, it is so unusual I ammuch
worried about the kind of reception and attention it may get from
reviewers. Most books about the South have been written from
other books, from census reports, from conferences with influential
people. Whenever tenant farmers and day laborers have been con-
sulted, they have been consulted with questionnaires in hand and
with reference to particular problems of one kind or another. No
one has ever thought that the great body of the people might have
their own ideas about their lives and that their own stories might be
worth telling from their own point of view.2

Couch’s letter shows the ways in which the method and content
were entangled. Spurred by bureaucrats, academics, documentar-
ians, and politicians, the drive to better represent, and therefore
understand, the region spurred debates over not only what but
how to document. Couch, likemany of his colleagues, cared deeply
for the South—as an identity, culture, and society—and its success
while keenly aware of the region’s challenges. Dissatisfied with the
current options, Couch argued that understanding the South neces-
sitated a different method and mode of representation as outlined
in Layer 1.
The SLHP was not only publishing books about a region but also

offering, they argued, a new way to more authentically and accu-
rately document a person’s history. An approach and method that
would make space for the person interviewed “to speak, in their
essential character,” Couch stated.3 As Layer 2 demonstrates, life
histories were designed to offer a lens into the challenges from
the people whose everyday lives were shaped by social forces.
The method, they also hoped, solved problems with other forms
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of social documentary. They did not generalize people into name-
less statistics or focus on deviance andmaladjustment through case
histories like sociologists and social workers. Rather, they wanted
to create “human documents” from “a human point of view.” They
did not want numerical and theoretical abstractions that catego-
rized people into types and groups but instead “accurate portrayals
of individual lives.”4 Spoken words, not numbers, offered a better
way to understand people’s lives, the SLHP argued.
By positioning life histories as offering a new method of docu-

mentation distinct from sociology, the SLHP carved out a unique
space for itself to exist within the complicated ecosystem of doc-
umentary projects in the FWP, most notably distinguishing its
mission from the Folklore Project, Social-Ethnic Studies, and the
Ex-Slave Narratives. Mapping the occupations associated with the
life histories reveals a core set of professions captured by the SLHP.
The foregrounding of those from the farming, mill, and textile
industries was done to highlight the current economic conditions
of “typical” Southern workers to distance the project from the
Folklore Project’s attention to the customs and traditions of fading
generations. The SLHP also distinguished itself from Social-Ethnic
Studies that focused on the acculturation process of immigrant
communities in the US by capturing life histories of “common
types of American life.” As signaled by the map of interviewees
, “common types” functioned as a euphemism for collecting life
histories along “the color line” in which interviewees not read as
either Black or White by writers were rendered “uncommon” and
“other,” thus not meriting inclusion in the project. While the SLHP
emphasized the collection of life histories from African Americans,
Couch and other leaders emphasized the importance of only docu-
menting information relating to current conditions rather than the
past, and most notably slavery. With this emphasis on the present,
the SLHP distinguished itself from the Ex-Slave Narrative project,
thereby effectively downplaying histories of enslavement from the
project. Taken together, the decisions constructed a unique niche
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for the SLHP among other FWP initiatives and constructed a par-
ticular notion of Southern identity that was palatable for a White,
middle-class readership participating in the literary marketplace.5

The response to how people understood the lives represented in
These Are Our Lives sheds further insight into the intended audi-
ence of the life histories. Robert Register of the Greensboro Daily
News wrote, “In ‘These Are Our Lives’, they speak. Simply, unaf-
fectedly, in their own language, our neighbors, and our neighbors’
neighbors, and the folk who crowd the Saturday streets, tell their
life histories. Some we recognize as old acquaintances, and some
we see for the first time. Having heard their stories, we keep with
us an intense awareness of their poignant existence.”6 Registering
the use of “our neighbors” signals that the people represented in
the book are fellow Southerners, but at the same time, they are not
like him. They are instead neighbors who he would not have other-
wise seen, let alone noticed their “poignant existence.”While those
from the North did not necessarily position those represented in
theThese Are Our Lives as neighbors, therewas a similar distancing
from their own positionality as Timemagazine explained, the book
“gives the South its most pungent picture of common life.”7 In both
cases, the lives represented in These Are Our Lives were different
from the intended readership. Readers and reviewers occupied the
White middle class while the majority of the life histories in the
book were from “the humbler folk in the South.”8

The SLHP also was reconfiguringwho a writer was. They sought
writers who could produce clear and easy-to-read prose, unen-
cumbered by academic and especially sociological goals. They did
not want people who had been disciplined into the dense and
often convoluted prose of academia but rather could write only
what they saw and heard. The move was often an unwelcome chal-
lenge to notions of expertise, particularly from thosewith advanced
degrees and residing in institutions of higher education. This con-
ception of a goodwriter resulted in expandingwho could be a social
documentarian, which came to include creative writers, reporters,
and secretaries.
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The expansion of the idea of a qualified writer was also built on
critical assumptions about distance and interpersonal connection.
As the Map Interface and Layer 3 show, it was the writer’s very
proximity to the people they were interviewing rather than dis-
tance that facilitated a more human document. Often, the writers
were members of the communities they interviewed, not “out-
siders” who were new to the intricacies of Southern society. Their
intimacy was an asset for they were understood as having unique
access to people and attuned to nuances that might be missed by
an outsider. In this way, the life histories challenged a core pre-
cept of sociological methods. This was not an objective, distanced
encounter, but an encounter and document made possible because
of their intimacy.
Moreover, this need to establish an intimate connection to con-

duct a good interview opened up a unique space for some women
writers. The map of writers shows that a small group of White
women were responsible for shaping much of the collection, while
Black writers, bothmen andwomen, were systematically excluded.
This imbalance was due to gendered and raced assumptions that
informed SLHP administrators’ ideas of who constituted the most
qualified writer able to conduct “real” and authentic interviews
often taking place in people’s homes. SLHP leaders drew on social
and cultural ideas that associated women with the domestic sphere
and social work. Women were believed to be predisposed to listen
and connect with people due to their “natural” familial instincts,
an asset to the life history method. Like the field of social work, the
SLHPunderstood interviewing and documenting aswomen’swork.
The confluence of assumptions left space for women to conduct,
document, and craft life histories.
These gendered assumptions did not extend to Black women.

SLHP administrators, who were exclusively White, systematically
excluded Black writers by relying on segregationist logic that stip-
ulated that White and Black writers could not work in the same
office space.9 Additionally, they argued that there were not enough
skilled Black writers who qualified for relief. The result of this
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racialized logic positionedWhitewriters asmore qualified to docu-
ment and write life histories while disqualifying Black writers from
working on the project.
The group of writers chosen to work on the SLHP, together with

editors and administrators, greatly informed the writing conven-
tions used in producing the life histories as revealed in Layer 4.
Because the goal was not publications and reports for scholars and
government officials but a more general reading public, the SLHP
composed the life histories attuned to writing styles and strategies
that captured their desired audience. They needed enough liter-
ary flair to be interesting to read and set the scene while not so
overwhelming as to obscure the authorial voice of the interviewee.
In order to gain and keep the attention of readers, these “word
pictures,” as they were often described, had to entice but not be
so complex and dense as to overwhelm and isolate their intended
audience.
Reviewers were largely impressed by the methods used to cre-

ate these “word pictures,” noting that the language and form of the
life history demonstrated its authenticity. The Charlotte Observer
wrote, “Here in these pages the people speak for themselves …
After reading this book it is not possible to doubt the authen-
ticity of the stories.”10 Writers, editors, and SLHP administrators
were pleased with such reviews as there was great debate among
them about exactly how to create such a sense of authenticity,
given the fact the life histories were not direct transcriptions of
interviews. Instead, writers and editors employed a number of
rhetorical strategies to create this sense that the reader is listen-
ing to a real narration. Such strategies are revealed through text
analysis methods used in Layer 4.
The first strategy involved setting the scene of the interview by

beginning the life historywith a description of the home space, not-
ing the presence of the writer as they entered the interviewee’s
home, while also describing the conditions of the home, quickly
situating the class positionality of the interviewee for the reader.
After the scene was set, the writer moved to the background allow-
ing the interviewee’s life to take center stage through the use of a
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continuation of long block quotes written in the first person from
the perspective of the interviewee.
While these block quotes seemingly indicate the precise and

accurate words of the interviewee, they were, in fact, much more
mediated. Writers did not have recording equipment and instead
relied on shorthand notes they took during the interview, though
they were encouraged to limit such notes in order to put the inter-
viewee at ease. As a result, the writer would often run home and
write down everything to capture the essence of the interview.11

Such a practice often allowed writers to express judgment con-
cerning the conditions and behavior of the interviewee, but by
positioning such ideas as coming from the interviewee themselves.
The use of long block quotes then obscured the sometimes heavy
hand of the writer in shaping the life history.
Additionally, writers often implemented written dialect to

demonstrate that the words in the life history were the actual
voice of the interviewee. However, this rhetorical device was used
unevenly. It dominated the life histories of Black interviewees
but was implemented much more selectively for White intervie-
wees, as seen in the document clustering models 25–32. Such
uneven use of written dialect demonstrates the way in which it
was used to signal the otherness and inferiority of Black intervie-
wees, thereby conforming to the racist ideologies of segregation
and White supremacy.
The issues of representation and authenticity at the heart of deci-

sions that led to the form of life histories are ones that did not come
easy. Debates over these issues were never higher than when the
SLHP staff had to decidewhether to allow photographs of intervie-
wees to accompany excerpts of the life histories in a special article
Life magazine proposed to publish in the run-up to the release of
These Are Our Lives. Lifemagazine editors agreed to publish a siz-
able story on the life histories, but only if they could photograph
interviewees from the project. A number of SLHP administrators
felt that photographs posed a danger to the project.
First, photographs undermined the very premise of life histo-

ries. As SLHP editor Walter Cutter wrote, the purpose was “that
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the stories have desirable qualities of universality. But the minute
pictures appear and concrete particularization is given, this quality
of universality to some extent disappears. Whereas with the writ-
ten account alone people are impelled to think of the larger group
represented by the subject, with pictures they may think simply
of individuals who are interesting, but numerically unimportant.”12

Therefore, the “word pictures” produced by the life histories only
worked because readers could imagine so many different faces
to represent the life in the story. However, an actual photograph
would nullify that possibility and thereby the emotional force of
the life history.
Additionally, others worried that the anonymity of the interviews

would be undone by the use of photography. Editors had decided
to change the real names of the interviewees in the book to pro-
tect their identity, and “some stories [were] obtained without the
subjects knowing the stories would be printed and as others were
assured that they would receive no publicity.”13 Therefore, taking
photographs of these interviewees might cause them to protest the
use of their stories or prevent others from giving their life histo-
ries as they knew they might be published with their portrait. Such
outcomes would endanger the possibility of acquiring accurate life
histories in the future as interviewees might change their stories,
knowing they would be read by a national readership. These points
of concern among SLHP staff brought up questions about how to
collect accurate and impactful stories. Should subjects be told that
their story will be published or promised anonymity? Would sub-
jects change their accounts if they knew their identity and story
would be published? Does identifying a single “real” person change
a reader’s understanding of the applicability of their story to a larger
public? Such questions resonate with documentary and scholarly
efforts today.
Ultimately, Couch and Alsberg decided that the possibility of get-

ting so much publicity outweighed any negative outcomes. How-
ever, in many ways, the debate became moot as a few months after
the Life story was published, the FWP began to unravel. Cries of
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communism and government overspending became too loud. Als-
berg was dismissed from his post in August of 1939, which meant
the end of support for the SLHP. Under new leadership, the FWP
reorganized. The project was no longer led by the federal govern-
ment but state-driven. Each state needed to decide if they wanted
a Writers’ Project and procure state-level sponsors for the office,
such as the governor of the state or president of a state university.
The office was also responsible for acquiring at least 25 percent of
its budget from local contributions. The role of positions such as
regional director of the FWP was in flux as power and authority
were redistributed to the state level.
With increased state-level control, regional and national initia-

tives were increasingly difficult to coordinate. State offices turned
their attention to procuring support or disbanding. The change also
came as the federal government retooled for world war. The fight
against fascism meant millions of new jobs, and postwar capitalism
meant the economy roared, at least for a burgeoning and quickly
growing White middle class.14 Couch remained for a few more
months but was increasingly mired in administrative obstacles as
the FWP reorganized, making it impossible for him to get any sub-
stantivework done, ultimately leading to his resignation. The SLHP
came to a halt by the end of 1939. The documentary decade waned
as social concerns shifted toward world war.
While the project as an institutionalized effort would shutter, the

aspirations continued. Efforts to capture a person’s life in their own
words would lead to the development of the oral history method in
which the SLHP can be seen as an antecedent. At the heart of the
debate over how to let people speak for themselves is a debate over
how best to document, analyze, and communicate the complexi-
ties of social life. Embedded within such debates are also struggles
over what counts as data, evidence, and ways of knowing. As we
look to our current moment, where debates about the opportuni-
ties and limits of quantification and the nature of data continue, the
questions and answers posed by social documentarians in the 1930s
have a renewed prescience. The history of the Southern Life His-
tory Project can shed light on the debates over the documentary
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modes of today. The SLHP promised a new method of documen-
tation that centered the voice of the people but did so without fully
interrogating how it produced problematic issues of representa-
tion that revealed how racialized, gendered, and classed lenses filter
whose story was worthy of collection and who was most qualified
to capture it. The problems and promises that shaped the SLHP still
shape how we capture and share stories today.



Methods

This layer provides a description of the methods used to collect the
data for the project, the models used to perform text analysis of the
life histories, and the underlying technologies used to create the
digital project. All of the code and data are available for download
under permissive open-source licenses. Links are provided within
the text.

Data Collection

The collection of life histories used in this project are held by The
Wilson Library at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
in the Southern Historical Collection.1 The texts of the life his-
tories have been digitized and made available for public access
through the library’s web interface. Life histories are provided as
PDF images; there are no searchable, machine-readable versions
of the texts available on the website.2 Most life histories have a
short caption that includes information about the title of the inter-
view, its location, date, and interviewee’s name. This information is
not structured into specific fields. Additional metadata information
about the life histories are included in the digitized images in the
form of headers at the top of most interviews and as summary cards
included in the archive. We structured the headers into a database
for this project and created plain text machine-readable versions
of each life history for data analysis.
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Creating metadata records of the interviews required manually
parsing the unstructured text and reading the individual metadata
headers for each interview. The process of manual parsing was
conducted by the authors, students in a class taught by Rivard, and
a paid research assistant. An article focused on the pedagogical
practices and lessons learned from this process appeared in Dig-
ital Humanities Quarterly.3 The article discusses various ways of
crediting contributors—particularly how to credit those students
whomade substantive contributions beyond that of the typical class
requirements—through authorship credit and other visualizations.
After being converted into structure records, the metadata was

organized into a collection of normalized tables.4 These tables
contain information about writers, revisers, interviewees, inter-
views, and professions. The collection of tables follows the “tidy
data” model, with a different table dedicated to each type of
record.5 Normalized relational tables are particularly important in
our dataset because many of the relationships linking tables to one
another are complex one-to-many and many-to-many relation-
ships. For example, most writers wrote more than one interview,
and some interviews were co-written by two or more writers. The
normalized data model guarantees that data about each entry is
consistent and easy to update.
While most of the variables in the metadata tables are relatively

straightforward to record and describe, a few fields require some
discussion. Some interviews used pseudonyms for the intervie-
wee names. In many cases, the pseudonyms and real names are
mapped to one another in the header of the typed interview; the
digital archive hosted by TheWilson Library lists interviews by real
names, not pseudonyms. For these two reasons, we have listed both
forms of names when given in our dataset and use real names when
displaying records on the digital site. This makes our data consis-
tent with the archival source and does not reveal private data that
is not available elsewhere.
Recording race and gender information about writers and inter-

viewees also require careful decision-making. As digital humanities
scholars such asCatherineD’Ignazio andLaurenKlein have argued,



Methods 143

“what gets counted counts,” yet it must be done with careful atten-
tion to binaries, hierarchies, and classifications.6 Because we were
interested in understanding the gender and racial logic that the
SLHP produced, we used the categories in the archival records.
The SLHP subscribed to a gender binary of “male” or “female,”

which they often typed in the header of the life history. The gen-
der of the interviewees andwriterswas inconsistently documented,
though. Since we were interested in gender representation among
the interviewees and writers, we assigned a gender based on the
binary logic of the SLHP. Given how writers and editors wrote and
edited the stories, the gender can usually be inferred based on pro-
nouns and other gendered language (i.e. “wife”) used in relation
to an interviewee. The gender of the writers was determined by
archival records through a close reading of correspondences for an
individual’s pronouns. Given the number of writers who are silent
in the archive except for the life history they wrote, we also turned
to census data that used the gender binary.
Along with gender, we were interested in how race was config-

ured at the time. We took as our guide cautions about encoding
racial logic through data that digital humanities scholars such as
Jessica Marie Johnson and digital humanities initiatives such as
#transformdh and #dhpoco have elucidated.7 As constructed and
unstable categories, racial categorization was a significant site of
contention in the 1930s as groups debated the names and bound-
aries of race and ethnicity. For interviewees, we used the cate-
gories described in the interview metadata. The SLHP, we learned
through the process of creating these data, used three primary cat-
egories: Negro, White, and Other. Because of the implications of
the term “Negro” in the past and today, we used “Black” as the
category that appears on the site. The categories, and process of
creating the data, revealed how the SLHP writers primarily sought
life histories along a Black/White binary or, in the words of W.E.B.
DuBois, along “the color line” of the segregated South.8 The cate-
gory of “Other” indicated the disinterest in further classifying and
identifying groups in the region. They were literally the “other”
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compared to the primary focus: people who resided in the region
who identified along a Black/White binary.
In an effort to account for the complicated relationship between

race and ethnicity, the SLHP at times included categories such as
Greek or Swedish. These categories should be used carefully, how-
ever, because the labels are inconsistently applied. For example,
interviews of Greek families sometimes describe the interviewees
as “White” and other times as “Greek.” However, the focus on eth-
nic communities is, for the most part, specific projects that were
commissioned by an outside group or repurposed from another
FWP project, particularly from Social-Ethnic surveys. Drawing on
concepts such as data feminism to use data to reveal marginalized
voices, we included an additional field to capture more granular
ethnic categories that can be inferred from the text.9 We recog-
nize that one must approach with caution the process of racial
and ethnic categorization, but we hope that the data set at least
offers metadata that disrupts the Black/White binary. We return to
D’Ignazio and Klein’s point that “what gets counted counts” and
queries to this dataset by ethnicity will render visible stories that
were not prioritized.
The racial logic of the SLHP extended to the hiring and assign-

ments of writers. Writers who were identified as White were
allowed to interview anyone, and writers who were identified as
Black were primarily assigned to interview those who identified
as Black. Racial information for the writers was determined by
archival records. Records for which we were unable to determine
a racial category are labeled as “unclear.” As a result, the metadata
about the interviews mostly reflect the logic of the SLHP and 1930s
because the aim of this project was to understand the gender and
racial formations of the SLHP that then shaped whose stories were
(and were not) told and how.
Our dataset includes a record for every interview that is listed in

the archive’s finding aid. The digital files are organized into folders,
which most frequently contain a single interview, but occasion-
ally include over a dozen individual interviews. Some interviews
are duplicates or near-duplicates of each other, and others consist
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of a single sentence indicating that the record has been deleted.
For consistency and simplicity, our data split out each individual
interview and includes duplicate records. Removal of duplicates
and other processing is done during the analysis of the data, mak-
ing explicit how modeling decisions are made relating to the data
contained in the archive.
Along with the metadata, we also produced machine-readable

versions of the text of each interview. Off-the-shelf optical char-
acter recognition (OCR) made a reasonable first pass of some of the
interviews but produced unusable text in others. An external paid
service was used to manually clean up the OCR into usable text.
Some typed records contain either typed or handwritten correc-
tions made by the revisers and editors in the Southern Life History
Project; these include fixing typos, rephrasing sentence structure,
editorial comments about the content and quality of writing, and
making substantive edits to the content of the interview. For con-
sistency, and because the crossed-out text was often unreadable,
the machine-readable files used only the corrected versions of the
textwithout any handwritten editorial comments. In a limited num-
ber of cases, due to physical imperfections, fading, or issues with
the digitization process, small portions of the texts were unread-
able. These are marked with the phrase “[text not clear].” The final
machine-readable text files include all of the header information
contained in the typed pages but exclude page numbers and any
written comments that are not corrections to the main text.
Themetadata andmachine-readable versions of the life histories

are published under the open-source GNU Public License (GPL-
2).10 These can be downloaded in bulk. All of the data are contained
in plain text forms that can be read by most data analysis software.
Metadata is provided as CSV files, and the texts are provided as text
files (one file per interview). All of the material is encoded using
UTF-8; the internal consistency of the records was checked with a
set of unit tests.11 The points on the interactivemap and embedded
figures in this project were all created using this metadata.
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Map: Spatial Analysis

The main visualization element when first landing on the project
is a large interactive map of the southeastern United States. The
defaultmap shows the locationswhere interviews in the SLHP took
place through the use of round dots overlaid on a minimal map of
the United States. An analysis of the spatial elements of the col-
lection shapes, in particular, the work in Layer 3, but is present
throughout the entire project.
Information about the location where each interview took place

was included in the metadata discussed in the previous section.
In the archival data, interviews have different levels of specificity
of their spatial location. Almost all provide a state and city. Some
include a neighborhood name or even an exact street address.
For the map, we needed to associate each location with specific
longitude and latitude coordinates. Because of the desired scale
of the map, we worked only with city and state information. To
accomplish themapping to coordinates, we started by using a com-
putational method through the GeoNames database.12 When a city
was found in the database, we used the listed longitude and lati-
tude associated with the center of the city. After this process, we
found two dozen cities that were not exact matches. For these, we
manually figured out how to map the location to coordinates. Most
of these were either small towns that no longer exist or unofficial
locations (such as the name of a farm) that we were able to locate
by looking closely at the interview text.
On each of the interactivemaps, there is a point for each location

associated with an interview in a given category. The area of the
point is proportional to the number of interviews in one location.
The area of the point is fixed by the map distance, meaning that
when the map is zoomed into, the circles become larger in abso-
lute terms but cover (approximately) the same area of the map. We
found through user testing that this approach was much easier to
follow and visually engaging at high levels of zoom. Points on the
map are given an opaque color so that points for nearby towns can
be seen even when one town has a large number of interviews. On
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the maps which are colored in different colors based on metadata,
such as the prolific interviewers, there are a few cases where mul-
tiple colors would need to be associated with the same location.
To allow visitors to click on both points, we ensure that the larger
dot is behind the smaller one. Further technical details about the
construction of the interactive map in JavaScript are given in the
Digital Platform section below.

Themes: Text Analysis

Layer 4, alongside other archival evidence, presents several com-
putational models to help understand and organize the 1,248 life
histories in the collection. For these analyses, duplicated interviews
and interviews whose text was removed from the archive were not
included in the analysis. When two slightly different versions of an
interview appeared in the collection, we selected the longest text.
After filtering, the collection contained 1.106 life histories. Finally,
these were cleaned to remove headers and instances of “[text not
clear]” within the machine-readable text.13

The two text analysis models used in our analysis—topic mod-
eling and document clustering—are both built to analyze term fre-
quencies (TFs). TFs count how frequently particular words or word
forms occur within each document within a corpus. To compute
these counts, we passed the text of each life history through a lan-
guage processing (NLP) pipeline using the R package cleanNLP.14

The package applies prebuilt models to split the text into individual
words and punctuation marks (tokenization), construct standard-
ized forms of the words (lemmatization), and tag each word with
a part-of-speech code.15 Using this information, we constructed
counts of lemmas for all lemmas tagged as nouns, verbs, adjec-
tives, and adverbs.16 Because of the heavy influence of place names
in the lexicon of the texts, we also explicitly removed any place
names (i.e. cities and census-designated places) contained in any
of the geographic columns in the metadata.17 The topic model and
document cluster can be explored in the Theme Interface.
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One challenge with the life histories is the use of a significant
amount of “eye dialect,” in which words are intentionally mis-
spelled to signal what are problematically called “nonstandard”
pronunciations.18 Examples include “git” for “get” and “wuz” for
“was.” The use of dialect is an interesting and important feature that
we investigate in Layer 4. It offers insight into how spellingwas used
as a racial signifier and inculcated inWhite supremacist ideologies.
At the same time, it dominates the signal within the topic models
and document clusters, making it hard to detect other linguistic fea-
tures. We have made available versions of our models with dialect
included and with dialect removed for these reasons. To identify
and remove dialect, we started by comparing each of the words
identified by the NLP pipeline with a “standard” spelling dictionary
of American English and removed words that were not included.19

Then, we looked at the most overrepresented words in interviews
of Black interviewees and manually constructed a list of additional
dialect terms to remove. These consisted of relatively uncommon
terms that are English words but have alternative meanings. For
example, the word “den” was used heavily in the corpus as dialect
for the word “then.” Using this approach as a strategy to explore
other linguistic features, the approach is intended to offer another
way to explore the topics that do not reduce the stories of people
of color to primarily racist applications of dialect.
Using the term frequencies, we computed two sets of topic mod-

els, one with dialect terms and one without them. We used latent
Dirichlet allocation (LDA) as implemented by the R package topic
models to construct the models.20 LDA is a common and well-
known technique in digital humanities and digital history research
that calculates a probability for word co-occurrence.21 After some
experimentation, we included 16 topics to display. The visualiza-
tion of these topics on the digital project includes the probabil-
ity distributions over words and the probability distributions of
documents that each model defines.
Finally, document clustering was also applied to each of the two

sets of term frequencies. Document clustering is the process of
grouping all of the items in a corpus of texts into discrete groups,
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called clusters, based on linguistic features. Clustering is not com-
monly used in digital humanities projects, primarily because of the
momentum around the use of topic models. For many projects,
including ours, it is useful to find groups of documents that use
similar language features. It is possible to find some groups of doc-
uments by looking at the results of a topic model, but this approach
will miss documents that cross between multiple topics. Also, the
results of LDA are quite sensitive to a number of parameters, most
notably the number of topics used. Document clustering can avoid
these issues and move directly to the task of grouping together
similar documents.
We used spectral clustering to produce clusters of documents.

Spectral clustering is a relatively well-known technique in statis-
tical computing for grouping together textual documents.22 We
used the implementation from the R package casl to apply this
algorithm.23 Document clustering is a hierarchical clustering
method. The algorithm starts by splitting all of the documents in
a corpus into two groups such that the two groups differ as much
as possible in their usage of words. Then, the same algorithm is
applied to each of these groups separately to split the entire col-
lection into 4 subgroups. Applying again yields 8 subgroups, then
16, and so forth. We applied this algorithm five times to yield a set
of 32 clusters. Due to the iterative method, the clusters are related
to one another. Documents in cluster 1 and cluster 2, for example,
were split only in the final round of the algorithm.
All of the code to produce the text analysis models is made

available under the open-source GNU Public License (GPL-2).24

The code works directly off of the data described in the previous
section. It also includes the code to create the JSON files that serve
as the backend for the digital project.

Digital Platform

The project is a part of a growing community of scholars, publish-
ers, and foundationsworking together to expand forms of academic
scholarship, including what counts as evidence, ways of knowing,
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and communicating knowledge. Along with archival evidence, the
creation, analysis, and communication of data sit at the core of this
project. The digital platform offered an opportunity to make visible
what kinds of data we created, howwe analyzed the data, andwhy
through visualizations and text. It also provided a space to commu-
nicate scholarship through visual ways of knowing—graphs, maps,
and interactive visualizations. Additionally, the interactive visu-
alizations encourage visitors to explore the archive alongside us,
build off our scholarship, and pose their own questions. As Cox and
Tilton have written, developing open access and interactive digital
public projects can expand our argumentative strategies and reori-
ent the reader/viewer as not just a person to be persuaded but as a
participant engaged in humanistic inquiry and communication.25

The platform is designed to pair text and interactive visualiza-
tions to convey the project’s arguments and scope. The project is
structured in layers. As a chapter, each layer offers insights into the
social, political, and cultural work of the SLHP. In the same way
that audiences have learned how to read a text to interpret an argu-
ment, audiences also have tools to interpret visualizations; there is a
system of symbols and signifiers that people have learned to “read”
visualizations that they employ daily. This project uses visualiza-
tions such as interactive mapping as a form of argumentation and
then puts them in conversation with textual argumentation. As a
result, this project is not strictly a textual book on a digital plat-
form as we harness layers and the interpretive power of interactive
visualizations to convey a set of arguments through an interactive
platform made possible by the affordances of digital technologies.
The structure of the project builds off the spatial and visual turn

in digital humanities. As scholars such as Tara McPherson, Jen-
tery Sayers, and Lev Manovich have argued, the digital humanities
remains a text-heavy field.26 The call to use the affordances of
computational methods as visual ways of knowing, such as graphs
and interactive visualizations, is amplifying. Led by scholars such
as Stanford’s Richard White and over two decades of critical car-
tography, scholars have used visualizations such as maps to convey
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scholarly knowledge and arguments. Our project brings together
these turns through the digital platform.
The digital platform is written using a number of open-source

technologies. The main functional elements of the site are writ-
ten using the popular JavaScript framework ReactJS. Additional
JavaScript packages were used within ReactJS to add specific func-
tionality, such as the use of a router to create meaningful URLs
and React-Dropdown to create interactive menus. Modern web
standards are used to provide responsive, cross-platform com-
patible code using documented CSS3 and HTML5. The source
code is available on GitHub.27 Any original code produced for the
project is under a GPL-2 license; some derivative components are
released under an alternative open-source license as required by
their respective authors.
The mapping component of the website uses the JavaScript

library Leaflet within ReactJS. Each of the maps was manually
georeferenced using QGIS and projected into the Albers conic
projection.28 This projection preserves areas and more accurately
represents distances between points when compared to a Merca-
tor projection.29 Map tiles were created using the Geospatial Data
Abstraction Library (GDAL).30 The map tiles are served locally by
the project; this is slightly less efficient than a purpose-built GIS
server but is more stable and reliable for long-term preservation
and access to the digital project.
The visualization of the topic models is written as a custom

JavaScript code. It was adapted from a similar visualization pro-
duced for the Signs@40 project, made available under an open-
source license.31 All of the data for the visualizations are stored
as JSON files to simplify deployment and increase the stability of
our application. This design choice removes the need for a back-
end database, making it relatively easy to run the website from
alternative sources. Keeping the backend of the website minimal
also facilitates long-term access to the project by minimizing the
ways that the site could become obsolete. Code to create the topic
model files are included in the repository containing the code for
producing the topic models.
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Appendix A: Digital Platform

For archival purposes, this appendix contains screenshots of the
digital project site hosted at https://layeredlives.org/.

https://layeredlives.org/
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Figure 19
Landing page for the project. Clicking enter opens a new window with the main
project site.

Figure 20
The project site as it appears when first entering. Buttons on the left allow for
opening each layer of text.
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Figure 21
Example of one layer’s text on the left-hand side of the screen.

Figure 22
Example showing a different map (this one colored by occupation), zoomed into a
region around Charlotte, NC.
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Figure 23
The result of clicking on the map showing all life histories available in a location.

Figure 24
Example of a document clustering algorithm, showingmetadata about each detected
cluster.
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Figure 25
Metadata about a specific document cluster, including individual life histories.

Figure 26
Clicking on an individual life history from the map or themes visualizers displays
the document as a styalized XML file.





Appendix B: Archival Documents

One of the defining features of the digital project is the inclusion
of archival documents embedded within the text of the book. To
illustrate as best as possible in this printed format, the archival
documents are included in the appendix here.
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Figure 27
Folder 1165 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 28
Folder 1083 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 29
Folder 1098 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 30
Folder 1093 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.



210 Layered Lives

Figure 31
Folder 1111 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical Col-
lection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 32
Folder 1111 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical Col-
lection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 33
Folder 1101 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 34
Folder 1095 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 35
Folder 1096 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 36
Folder 1112 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 37
Folder 1108 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 38
Folder 1104 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 39
Folder 1098 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 40
Folder 1098 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 41
Folder 1093 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 42
Folder 1087 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 43
Folder 1098 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 44
Folder 1099 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 45
Folder 1108 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 46
Folder 1092 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 47
Folder 1095 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 48
Folder 1088 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 49
Folder 1136 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 50
Folder 1143 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 51
Folder 1096 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 52
Folder 1109 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 53
Folder 1118 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 54
Folder 1100 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 55
Folder 1119 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 56
Folder 1146 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 57
Folder 1146 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 58
Folder 1124 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.



238 Layered Lives

Figure 59
Folder 1165 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 60
Folder 1097 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 61
Folder 1112 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 62
Folder 1108 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 63
Folder 1100 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 64
Folder 1101 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 65
Folder 1101 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 66
Folder 1103 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 67
Folder 1090 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 68
Folder 1109 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 69
Folder 1116 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 70
Folder 1166 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 71
Folder 1135 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 72
Folder 1140 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 73
Folder 1135 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 74
Folder 1135 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 75
Folder 1137 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 76
Folder 1137 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 77
Folder 1119 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 78
Folder 1141 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 79
Folder 1091 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 80
Folder 1092 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 81
Folder 1087 in the Federal Writers’ Project papers #3709, Southern Historical
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.



Taylor Arnold · Courtney Rivard · Lauren Tilton

Layered Lives
Rhetoric and Representation in the Southern Life History Project

The Southern Life History Project, a Federal Writers’ Project initiative, put
unemployed writers to work during the Great Depression by capturing the
stories of everyday people across the Southeast through a new form of social
documentation called “life histories.”

Layered Lives recovers the history of the Southern Life History Project (SLHP)
through an interdisciplinary approach that combines close readings of archival
material with computational methods that analyze the collection at scale. The
authors grapple with the challenges of what counts as social knowledge, how
to accurately represent social conditions, who could produce such knowledge,
and who is and is not represented. Embedded within such debates are also
struggles over what counts as data, evidence, and ways of knowing. As we look
to our current moment, where debates about the opportunities and limits of
quantification and the nature of data continue, the problems and promises that
shaped the SLHP still shape how we capture and share stories today.

Revelatory. The combination of established and new methodologies forces us to rethink what
we thought we knew about the archive and gives us fresh ways to see evidence.
Wesley Hogan, Duke University

A thoughtful, important history and a genius conceptualization of how writers interpreted
and portrayed lives, using topic modeling, metadata analysis, and close reading.
Sarah Gardner, Mercer University

Demonstrating the power of computational text and geospatial analysis, this remarkable
project reveals how race and gender shaped the creation of Southern Life Histories and
impacted our ability to understand the lives humanities scholars seek to investigate.
Sharon Leon, Michigan State University
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