
Worldwide Reactions to the Global Economic Depression 

At different times in the 1920s, much of the world found itself in an economic depression. The US and 
Germany were particularly hard-hit. The US suffered a stock market crash in 1929 after a strong decade of 
optimism and investing. Germany was unable to pay the billions it owed and the country’s economy completely 
collapsed. 
 

United States 

In the United States, the government played a pivotal role in trying to repair the nation 

from this major economic depression. People were homeless, unemployed, and many 

went hungry through the first years of the depression. The government put tariffs 

(taxes on imported goods) in place, which made it harder for other countries to afford 

to sell goods in the US so American people bought American goods instead. That 

helped the American companies. 

 

The Americans wanted strong leadership so they elected Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) four times. Under 

Roosevelt’s leadership the government created jobs through many projects as part of the New Deal. They also 

started Social Security program, and offered unemployment insurance and food stamps for the first time. By 

the late 1930s the economy had stabilized and most people were back to work. 

 

 

Germany 

Germany suffered more than the other European nations because they were already forced to pay the 

Allies, especially France, money for losing World War I. During the economic 

depression Germany stopped paying France back for the war which made France’s 

economy struggle too.  

 

Desperate, Germany printed lots of money (hyperinflation) which resulted in the loss 

of its value so the price of goods skyrocketed. People couldn’t even afford to buy a loaf 

of bread! Germans blamed the government for the problems, continued to be against 

communism, and turned to the new political party led by Adolf Hitler for strong 

leadership. Even though the Treaty of Versailles said Germany could not have an army, Hitler built a 

strong military which provided jobs and helped the economy.  

 
 

Soviet Union (Russia) 

The Soviet Union, formerly known as Russia, saw the economic depression around the world differently than 

the others. They believed that the depression was showing how capitalism and free enterprise were failing. The 

Soviet Union was not strongly affected by the depression because it was still quite poor, isolated, and had a 

communist system of economics and government. Soviet Union continued on its own path but began 

industrializing like most of Europe and the United States had done earlier during the Industrial Revolution. 

Factories & railroads were created across the southern parts of Russia. 

 

 



GDP Per Capita in International Dollars 
 

 France India Malaysia Chile Mexico USSR Germany U.S. 

1929 4,710 728 1,682 3,396 1,757 1,386 4,051 6,899 

1930 4,532 726 1,636 3,143 1,618 1,448 3,973 6,213 

1931 4,235 711 1,548 2,333 1,643 1,462 3,652 5,691 

1932 3,959 709 1,397 2,274 1,373 1,439 3,362 4,908 

1933 4,239 700 1,440 2,652 1,501 1,493 3,556 4,777 

1934 4,192 697 1,540 2,987 1,574 1,630 3,858 5,114 

1935 4,086 680 1,364 3,056 1,660 1,864 4,120 5,467 

1936 4,244 697 1,478 3,056 1,768 1,991 4,451 6,204 

1937 4,487 676 1,308 3,241 1,796 2,156 4,685 6,430 

1938 4,466 668 1,361 3,139 1,794 2,150 4,994 6,126 

1939 4,793 674 1,609 3,178 1,858 2,237 5,406 6,561 

Source: OECD, 2003. 

 


