
What was President Herbert Hoover’s response to the Great Depression? 

 

 

 

 

‘During the war [First World War] we necessarily turned to the government to solve every 

difficult economic situation… If continued in peacetime it would destroy our progress and 

freedom… it would have meant the undermining of individual initiative and enterprise.’  

- President Hoover 

 

‘It has been said that the jury on the Hoover presidency is still out – that scholars who seek to 

assess American presidents react differently depending on their sources of information, their 

times and their values.’ 

- Historian Martin L Fausold, The Presidency of Herbert C Hoover. 

 

As you have seen so far, the economic crisis led to millions of Americans losing their 

jobs and thousands were forced to leave home and move around the country in search 

of work.  The middle classes lost their savings, banks collapsed, people lost their homes 

and farms were repossessed.  Churches and charities set up soup kitchens in towns and 

cities and as the crisis continued a mood of despair took hold.  The suicide rate in the 

US rose to its highest level, an increase of 14% between 1929 and 1932. As 

unemployment rose the problem for government was: who would provide support, and if 

it was the government, how would it finance this?  It could raise taxes or it could 

increase government debt.  In addition, as banks closed, businesses failed and farmers 

became destitute, would the government provide loans to forestall closure and 

collapse?  President Hoover’s core philosophy regarding government was that it should 

follow a principle of ‘laissez faire’ and that there should not be any expansion of federal 

government power. Hoover’s Secretary of the Treasury, Andrew Mellon, advised the 
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President to do nothing.  Mellon believed that the crash was a correction in the system 

and that bad companies forced to close would free up investment for more promising 

and profitable ventures.  Less effective people would be replaced by the more 

competent and in general people would work harder.  The system would correct itself 

and there would be a recovery.  Although he had experience as an administrator of 

relief programs before he became president, Hoover took on board this advice and 

believed that voluntary assistance to those in need would be sufficient until the economy 

recovered.  Hoover offered support to the financial structure but did not offer direct 

assistance to individuals.  He did not want to undermine the ‘American character’ of 

individualism and self-sufficiency. 

Hoover did not look for domestic causes of the depression and argued that the 

international economic situation was to blame; the collapse in international trade and 

conditions in Europe were dictating the crisis and that the Federal government could do 

little to affect it. 

Hoover believed that the role of government should be to coordinate rather than take 

direct action.  He referred to the US constitution which gives states rather than federal 

government responsibility for welfare.  When the depression took hold in the US only 8 

states had unemployment compensation, which meant the unemployed had to rely on 

charities. 

Hoover’s initial policy was to support ‘voluntaryism’.  This policy was in line with his 

belief in individualism and self-reliance and Hoover argued that as relief was the 

responsibility of local government federal interference would damage self-government. 

He promoted the idea that local politicians should take action.  The mayor of Detroit 

created food stations for 14,000 people after his election in 1930.  Governor Franklin 

Roosevelt organized relief for the poor in New York which garnered him a national 

reputation.  

The Smoot-Hawley tariff act passed Congress in June 1930; this raised import tariffs, 

generally by around 30%, in an attempt to protect US goods and to secure the domestic 

market. 

However, for the general public Hoover’s response to the economic crisis was totally 

insufficient. By the time of his defeat in the 1932 Presidential election, Hoover had 

become one of the most unpopular presidents in US history.  Indeed, the shanty towns 

made of old packing cases and scrap metal to form makeshift dwellings for the 

homeless in urban areas were termed ‘Hoovervilles’ and old newspapers were called 

‘Hoover blankets’. 



 

 

 

 

What was the nature of President Franklin D Roosevelt’s response to the 

Great Depression? 

 

The democratic candidate, Franklin D Roosevelt [FDR] won a landslide victory in the 

November, 1932 presidential election.  He won 472 electoral votes to just 59 for the 

incumbent Herbert Hoover.  The result, taking into account the unpopularity of Hoover, 



was almost a foregone conclusion.  However, the scale of his victory was significant.  

The election brought to an end Republican control of both the federal government and 

of congress.  

FDR had been the assistant secretary for the Navy under President Woodrow Wilson 

during the First World War and had been the Democrats' vice presidential candidate in 

1920.  However, his political career seemed to come to an abrupt end when he 

contracted polio in 1921 and lost the use of his legs. Overcoming his disability, FDR won 

the governorship of New York state in 1928, and as the depression took hold after 1929 

he acted decisively to aid the poor and unemployed in his state.  FDR was a popular 

figure when he was selected as the Democrat candidate in the summer 1932, and his 

calls for a ‘bold experiment’ to end the depression increased his popularity.  FDR was 

able to rally a coalition of different Democrat supporters, the south remained loyal to the 

party, but he also gained support from the Irish, Italian and Jewish communities.  He had 

the support of major trade unions and 

workers, and for the first time the majority of 

African-Americans voted Democrat.  

Where Hoover had promoted lower taxes, 

resisted national welfare and had placed the 

responsibility for aid on state governments 

and the voluntary sector, Roosevelt’s 

slogans promoted the three ‘R’s – Relief, 

Recovery and Reform (see below).  He had 

suggested that the US needed new 

legislation to redress the crisis, a New Deal, 

but he had offered very little in terms of 

specific policies for his plan.  In fact, the 

platform on which his party had stood was a 

call to reduce federal spending by 25%, 

balance the federal budget, remove 

government from private enterprise and end 

the ‘extravagant’ farm programs of Hoover. 

In his inaugural address FDR the president 

stated that the US has ‘nothing to fear but 

fear itself.’ There was fear in the US that the 

economy might not recover, and genuine 

hope that the optimism of the new president 

would made a difference.  In his address 

FDR blamed ‘unscrupulous money changes’ for the depression, but did not suggest that 

the federal government's failures and limitations were responsible. 
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In his first Hundred Days, Roosevelt used all his powers under 'The Trading with the 

Enemy Act' (which had been passed during the First World War to give the President 

extraordinary power without asking for congressional ratification) to pass fifteen bills and 

set the future direction of the first part of the New Deal. The first job was to deal with the 

banking crisis; Roosevelt then went on to establish the Alphabet Agencies. He said he 

wanted to deliver 'the 3 R's: 

• Relief for those suffering the effects of the Depression 

• Recovery of the country to creating more jobs 

• Reform by passing laws to ensure that the people would protected from such an 

economic disaster happening again. 

 


