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The Great Depression 
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Consider the following question on the Great Depression then take a look at the sample 

student response and examiner’s commentary (in red). 

Question 
To what extent were the Republican governments of the 1920s responsible for the Great Depression 

in the United States? 

Student answer with commentary 

The Depression followed the collapse of the stock market in October 1929. Although this was a 

significant factor in bringing about the Depression, it was not the only cause, as the American 

economy had a number of underlying weaknesses, most notably overproduction. Although the 

government did fail to regulate the stock market and the laissez-faire policies followed by the 

Republicans had left the country vulnerable to an economic downturn, it would be unfair to blame the 

governments entirely for the Depression. There were long-term weaknesses in the American economy 

and there were worldwide factors that were outside the control of governments. In particular, the 

depressed state of agriculture throughout the world and the fall in prices in primary products was a 

major problem. Furthermore, the First World War had disrupted world trade, and this was certainly not 

the fault of American governments.  

 

This is a clear and well-focused introduction. The response is aware of a range of factors that brought 

about the Depression and offers a clear view as to the cause of the Depression, suggesting that the 

government was not solely to blame. Each of the issues raised in the introduction will need to be 

developed and a judgement made about the importance of each factor.  

 

The American governments were certainly slow in reacting to the nation’s economic problems, but 

their main fault in the 1920s was in allowing bad business practices to develop and in not regulating 

the stock market. The Republican governments of Harding, Coolidge and Hoover all believed in the 

freedom of business to make money and the rights of individual Americans to pursue wealth. The 

boom of the 1920s appeared to show that such policies worked. However, the government failed to 

sufficiently regulate the stock market and prevent companies from being floated on the stock market 

with little financial support behind them. Traders were allowed to sell shares ‘on the margin’ to make 

quick profits and this allowed a dangerous rise in share prices that was not related to any real 

expansion of the American economy. This was seen most clearly in the Florida Land Boom where 

speculation was encouraged but the government did little to regulate it. As a result, when the bottom 

fell out of the share market in 1929, the results were catastrophic. Once again, the government was 
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slow to act — investors lost money and banks and businesses failed, leading to a decline in spending 

and a collapse in confidence. Although commentators had been warning of the dangers of the 

unregulated market since the late 1920s, the prevailing view was that ‘the business of America is 

business’ and regulation would inhibit growth, making it difficult for Republican governments, that 

believed in rugged individualism and laissez-faire, to intervene.  

 

The focus of the paragraph is on the role of the government in managing business and, particularly, 

the stock market. It suggests that the government needed to take action to regulate the market and 

therefore implies that the government was to blame — but this argument could be made more explicit. 

However, the paragraph does balance the argument by noting that the government would have faced 

difficulties in regulating the market, particularly as their policies appeared to have been successful in 

stimulating growth. Although the paragraph shows a very good understanding of the problems 

surrounding the stock market, a final sentence which reaches a judgement about the government and 

its importance would have been beneficial. 

 

Although the stock market contained the seeds of its own collapse and helped to bring about the 

Depression, the government also played a further indirect role in the collapse. The ‘bull market’ was 

encouraged by the victory of Hoover in the 1928 election which served to fuel optimism about 

American prosperity. Statements of confidence coming from the government served only to persuade 

people to take out further loans to buy shares. Furthermore, media encouragement perpetuated the 

desire to buy shares with articles such as ‘Everyone ought to be rich’, which appeared in the Ladies’ 

Home Journal. Despite this confidence, the market was unstable, there had already been falls in 1928 

and early 1929, but as the market had always recovered most chose to ignore the warnings and cast 

doubts on those who said that share prices were already too high. But the government did little to 

dispel this view, with Coolidge and Hoover often making reassuring comments and Hoover actually 

blamed the governor of New York for the Crash, arguing that it was his responsibility to regulate Wall 

Street and he had failed to do so.  

 

The paragraph offers a balanced discussion of the collapse of the stock market, putting forward an 

argument that the government was indirectly responsible, but balancing this against other factors. 

Once again, the response shows a good understanding but would benefit from a judgement in the final 

sentence.  

 

Ultimately it can be argued that the stock market collapsed not because of the government but 

because of a loss of confidence that people had in it. Many enterprises had been financed by debt and 

investors started to look with concern at some businesses in which they had invested. Concerns were 

also fuelled by rumours that some who had made huge fortunes on the stock market, such as Joseph 

Kennedy, were selling their stock. Furthermore, there were rumours that the Federal Reserve Board 

was about to tighten credit facilities. It was therefore hardly surprising that in an atmosphere of 

uncertainty lenders started to call in credit, triggering the Depression.  
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This paragraph does bring together the issues raised in the previous two paragraphs and does reach 

a judgement. There is a clear and convincing argument throughout the paragraph.  

 

Hoover’s government’s response to the Crash did little to prevent the Depression. Although two 

organisations, the Reconstruction Finance Corporation and the Emergency Relief and Construction 

Act were set up in 1932, they did little to aid recovery. On the other hand, the raising of interest rates 

in 1931 reduced the amount of money available for spending when more was needed. The Hawley-

Smoot Act of 1930 raised import duties by one-third and therefore hindered foreign countries in 

earning enough dollars to repay war debts. Hoover was also determined to balance the federal budget 

and by 1931 wanted to decrease federal spending and therefore rejected relief bills proposed by 

Congress. Taxes were also raised, and this further limited the amount people had to spend. As a 

result, the government did little to lessen the severity of the Depression.  

 

The paragraph considers the response of the government to the Crash and does put forward a clear 

argument. There is detailed factual support provided and shows a good range of knowledge which is 

used to reach a supported conclusion and suggests that government policies did play a role in 

bringing about the depression and may have played a role in its severity.  

 

However, it was not just the government who were to blame for the depression. Workers had been 

reckless with their earnings, gambling on the stock market and buying on credit and therefore making 

the financial situation more unstable. Unions had failed to increase their membership, and this 

weakened their bargaining position, and they were therefore unable to protect the poorest workers. 

Businessmen had exploited their position and a 1932 investigation found evidence of bond rigging and 

excessive bonus payments. As a result, all groups in American society played some role in bringing 

about the Depression. 

 

The response considers other factors that were responsible for the Depression, suggesting that many 

groups within society played a role. There is again a clear argument and supporting detail, although 

this could have been developed further. 

 

Long-term weaknesses in the American economy also played a role in bringing about the Depression. 

Farmers had prospered during the war but soon lost their expanded markets and the price of wheat 

fell from $2.16 per bushel in 1919 to just 38 cents, which meant that they found it difficult to repay 

loans on land or buy new equipment. Demand for goods also declined, notably in the construction 

industry, which meant there was less need for construction workers. Such a pattern was also seen in 

the sale of cars and other consumer goods and as workers were laid off, they ceased to be 

consumers. The rich were unable to make up the lack of purchases by the newly unemployed. 

However, it was not just long-term problems within the American economy that led to the Depression. 

If European nations had paid their war debts to American banks, then American banks would have 

been more secure. Such was the scale of these problems that a collapse in the economy was likely 

and the question was when, rather than if. 
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In considering the long-term causes, the response again shows good, detailed knowledge and 

considers a wide range of issues. As with the previous paragraph, it might be argued that these could 

have been developed further but given the time constraints it would be unrealistic to expect a 

candidate to cover all issues in detail.  

 

The Republican governments did play a role in the Depression. Republican policies had failed to 

prevent the growing gap between the rich and the poor, had not protected weaker section of the 

economy and had put too much faith in business, accepting the idea of get rich quick. The lack of 

regulation did lead to the stock market crash, which was a major cause of the Depression. However, 

controls would have been unpopular and the legal and constitutional powers of central government to 

control business and redistribute wealth and aid the declining sectors of the economy were limited. 

Furthermore, the scale of the Depression was such that even Roosevelt and the New Deal were 

unable to solve many of the problems that would occur only with the Second World War, suggesting 

that the underlying problems of the American economy were the main cause but that government 

policies did little to resolve the problems. 

 

The response is mostly focused on who was to blame and there is good, detailed support. Some of 

the paragraphs would benefit from a clearer judgement about the issue under discussion and it might 

be helpful if there was more focus on the longer-term issues than the collapse of the stock market. 

However, there is some judgement, particularly in the conclusion, and this would take the response to 

the higher levels, but to reach the very top interim judgements would need to be developed. This is a 

very large topic, and it would be unrealistic to expect all issues to be discussed in detail. The 

candidate may have spent too long on the Crash, but this shows the importance of planning to ensure 

that there is a good balance between the issues discussed, allowing a supported judgement to 

reached.  

 

This resource is part of MODERN HISTORY REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by 

subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to: http://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/historyreview 

http://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/historyreview

