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The Great Depression stands as one of the most defining and transformative periods in American
history. Occurring during the 1930s, it was a time marked by unprecedented economic downturn,
widespread unemployment, and profound social change. For AP U.S. History students,
understanding the Great Depression involves examining its causes, effects, and the responses it
provoked from the government and society alike. This period not only reshaped the American
economy but also altered political ideologies, societal norms, and the federal government’s role in
Americans’ lives. In this article, we explore the depths of the Great Depression, its origins, the
impact on American society, and the significant policies introduced to recover from it.

Origins and Causes of the Great Depression

Economic Factors Leading to the Collapse
The roots of the Great Depression can be traced to a combination of economic factors that created a
fragile financial environment in the 1920s. Some of these include:

Over-speculation in the Stock Market: During the 1920s, rampant speculation led to
inflated stock prices. Many investors bought stocks on margin, borrowing money to invest,
which increased the market’s volatility.

Unequal Wealth Distribution: Wealth was concentrated among the rich, limiting consumer
purchasing power and leading to overproduction in industries.

Overproduction and Underconsumption: Industries and farms produced more goods than
consumers could buy, resulting in excess supply and falling prices.

Banking Crises: Many banks were underregulated and poorly managed, leading to numerous
bank failures when depositors withdrew their savings en masse.

International Economic Instability: European economies, especially post-World War I,
faced debt repayment issues, which affected global trade and economic stability.

Stock Market Crash of 1929
The most iconic event signaling the start of the Great Depression was the stock market crash in
October 1929, often called Black Tuesday. It was the culmination of speculative excesses and
investor panic. The crash erased billions of dollars in wealth and shattered confidence in the
economy, triggering a chain reaction of bank failures and business closures.



Impact of the Great Depression on American Society

Economic Hardships
The depression’s immediate impact was devastating:

Mass Unemployment: Unemployment soared to approximately 25%, leaving millions jobless.

Bank Failures: Thousands of banks failed, wiping out savings and restricting access to credit.

Decline in Industrial Production: Manufacturing output plummeted, leading to a sharp
contraction in economic activity.

Homelessness and Poverty: Many families lost their homes, leading to the proliferation of
makeshift shantytowns known as "Hoovervilles."

Social and Cultural Effects
The social fabric of America was deeply affected:

Displacement and Migration: Many families, especially from the Dust Bowl regions,
migrated Westward in search of work, leading to the famous "Okies" migration to California.

Changes in Family Dynamics: Economic strain altered family roles, with women often
seeking work and children leaving school to support families.

Rise of Charitable and Mutual Aid Societies: Communities and organizations stepped in to
provide relief amid government inaction.

Shift in Cultural Expression: Music, literature, and art reflected themes of hardship,
resilience, and social critique.

Government Responses and New Deal Policies

Initial Government Response
Initially, the federal government’s response was minimal, following a traditional policy of laissez-
faire economics. President Herbert Hoover believed in voluntary cooperation and limited
government intervention. However, as the crisis worsened, pressure mounted for more direct action.



The New Deal: FDR’s Response
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s presidency marked a significant turning point with the implementation of the
New Deal, a series of programs aimed at relief, recovery, and reform.

Key Components of the New Deal
The New Deal included a wide array of policies and agencies:

Relief for the Unemployed and Poor:1.

Works Progress Administration (WPA): Employed millions in public works projects.

Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC): Focused on environmental conservation and
employment for young men.

Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA): Provided direct aid to states for relief
programs.

Economic Recovery:2.

National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA): Aimed to stimulate industrial growth and
establish fair competition codes.

Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA): Paid farmers to reduce crop production, raising
prices.

Financial Reforms:3.

Securities Act and Securities Exchange Act: Regulated stock market practices.

Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC): Insured bank deposits to prevent bank
runs.

Effects of the New Deal
The New Deal had mixed results but fundamentally altered the relationship between Americans and
the federal government:

Provided immediate relief and employment



Reformed the banking system and financial markets

Established social safety nets, such as Social Security

Expanded the federal government’s role in economic and social life


