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Great Depression AP World History is a significant topic that encompasses a myriad of
economic, social, and political changes that shaped the world during the early 20th century.
As students of Advanced Placement (AP) World History delve into this period, they will
uncover the causes, impacts, and global responses to the Great Depression, which lasted
from 1929 until the late 1930s. This article will explore the Great Depression's origins, its
effects on various countries, and its role in shaping modern history.

Understanding the Causes of the Great
Depression

The Great Depression did not occur in a vacuum; it was the result of a complex web of
factors that had been building over the years. Understanding these causes is crucial for AP
World History students.

1. Economic Factors

- Stock Market Crash of 1929: Often cited as the starting point of the Great Depression, the
stock market crash in October 1929 led to a loss of confidence in the economy.

- Overproduction and Underconsumption: Industries produced more goods than could be
consumed, leading to unsold products and factory closures.

- Bank Failures: Many banks had invested heavily in the stock market and failed when the
market crashed, leading to the loss of savings for many individuals.

- Deflation: As prices fell, consumers delayed purchases in hopes of lower prices, reducing
demand and prolonging the economic downturn.



2. Political Factors

- Lack of Regulation: The 1920s were characterized by a laissez-faire approach to the
economy, which allowed speculative practices that contributed to the crash.

- Global Trade Policies: High tariffs, such as the Smoot-Hawley Tariff of 1930, reduced
international trade and worsened the global economic situation.

The Global Impact of the Great Depression

The Great Depression did not merely affect the United States; its repercussions were felt
worldwide, influencing economies and political structures across the globe.

1. United States

- Unemployment: By 1933, unemployment rates soared to around 25%, leading to
widespread poverty and hardship.

- New Deal Policies: President Franklin D. Roosevelt implemented the New Deal, a series of
programs aimed at recovery, relief, and reform. Key initiatives included Social Security,
banking reforms, and public works programs.

2. Europe

- Rise of Totalitarian Regimes: The economic instability contributed to the rise of totalitarian
regimes in countries like Germany and Italy. Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini capitalized on
economic woes to gain power.

- Social Unrest: Many European countries experienced strikes, protests, and political
violence as citizens reacted to economic hardships.

3. Latin America

- Economic Dependency: Many Latin American countries relied on exporting raw materials,
which plunged in demand during the depression, leading to economic crises.

- Import Substitution Industrialization: In response, countries like Brazil and Argentina
began to adopt policies aimed at developing domestic industries.

4. Asia and Africa

- Economic Hardships: Colonies in Asia and Africa felt the effects as global demand for raw
materials fell, leading to economic downturns.
- Political Movements: The economic struggles spurred nationalist movements in various



regions, as colonized people sought greater autonomy and independence.

Responses to the Great Depression

The Great Depression prompted a range of responses from governments, political
movements, and international organizations. Understanding these responses is essential for
comprehending the broader implications of the crisis.

1. Government Interventions

- Keynesian Economics: The ideas of economist John Maynard Keynes gained prominence,
advocating for government intervention to stimulate demand and pull economies out of
recession.

- Social Welfare Programs: Many countries began implementing social safety nets to protect
the most vulnerable populations, laying the groundwork for future welfare states.

2. International Cooperation

- Bretton Woods Conference: In 1944, countries came together to establish a new
international monetary order to prevent future economic crises, leading to the creation of
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank.

- Trade Agreements: Nations began to recognize the importance of international trade and
sought to lower tariffs and foster economic cooperation.

The Legacy of the Great Depression

The Great Depression left an indelible mark on global history, influencing economic policy,
political ideologies, and societal structures.

1. Economic Reforms

- Financial Regulations: The crisis led to reforms in banking and financial systems to
prevent future collapses, including the establishment of the Securities and Exchange
Commission (SEC) in the United States.

- Social Safety Nets: The implementation of social welfare programs became a norm in
many countries, providing a framework for future government interventions in economic
crises.



2. Political Changes

- Shift Towards Socialism: In the aftermath, some countries adopted more socialist policies,
reflecting a desire to address inequality and provide for citizens during economic
downturns.

- Decline of Liberal Democracy: In several instances, the economic instability contributed to
a decline in liberal democratic ideals, as citizens turned to authoritarian leaders for
stability.

3. Cultural Shifts

- Art and Literature: The Great Depression influenced artists and writers, leading to a surge
in works that reflected the struggles of the time, such as John Steinbeck’s "The Grapes of
Wrath."

- Collective Memory: The experiences of the Great Depression became a collective memory
that shaped societal attitudes towards government intervention and economic policies for
decades to come.

Conclusion

The Great Depression AP World History topic serves as a critical lens through which to
examine the interconnectedness of global economies and the social consequences of
economic crises. By studying the causes, impacts, and responses to the Great Depression,
students gain a deeper understanding of the complexities of 20th-century history and the
lessons that continue to resonate in today’s world. As we reflect on this transformative
period, we recognize the importance of informed policy-making and international
cooperation in addressing the economic challenges that persist in our modern era.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the primary causes of the Great Depression?

The primary causes of the Great Depression included the stock market crash of 1929,
overproduction in industries, high tariffs like the Smoot-Hawley Tariff, and a decline in
consumer spending.

How did the Great Depression affect global economies?

The Great Depression led to widespread unemployment, reduced trade, and economic
instability across the globe, causing countries to adopt protectionist policies that further
deepened the crisis.



What role did the Federal Reserve play in the Great
Depression?

The Federal Reserve's policies, including raising interest rates in the late 1920s, are often
criticized for exacerbating the economic downturn by restricting the money supply and
failing to provide adequate support.

How did the Great Depression influence political
ideologies and movements?

The Great Depression contributed to the rise of extremism, as people turned to radical
ideologies; it fueled the growth of fascism in Europe and led to the New Deal in the United
States, promoting more government intervention in the economy.

What were the social impacts of the Great Depression
on American families?

The Great Depression caused significant social strain, leading to increased poverty, family
dislocation, and psychological distress, as many families struggled to make ends meet and
lost their homes.

How did governments respond to the Great Depression?

Governments responded to the Great Depression through various measures, including
public works programs, financial reforms, and social welfare initiatives, with the U.S.
implementing the New Deal to provide relief and recovery.

What long-term effects did the Great Depression have
on economic policy?

The Great Depression led to lasting changes in economic policy, including the
establishment of social safety nets, regulatory frameworks for financial markets, and a shift
towards Keynesian economics, emphasizing government intervention.
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