
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.2 Name: ____________________________________ C: ___ 
Depression 5 Date: ___________________________________________ 
 
 

 

After the stock market crash of October 1929, President 
Herbert Hoover tried to reassure Americans that the nation’s 
economy was on a sound footing. “Any lack of confidence in the 
economic future . . . is foolish,” he declared. In his view, the 
important thing was for Americans to remain optimistic and to go 
about their business as usual. Americans believed depressions 
were a normal part of the business cycle. According to this 
theory, periods of rapid economic growth were naturally followed 
by periods of depression. The best course in a slump, many 
experts believed, was to do nothing and let the economy fix 
itself. Hoover took a slightly different position. He felt that 
government could play a limited role in helping to solve 
problems. 

Herbert Hoover had been an engineer, and he put great faith 
in the power of reason. He was also a humanitarian, as he made 
clear in one of his last speeches as president. 

“Our first objective must be to provide security from poverty 
and want. . . . We want to see a nation built of homeowners 
and farm owners. We want to see their savings protected. We 
want to see them in steady jobs. We want to see more and 
more of them insured against death and accident, 
unemployment and old age. We want them all secure.” 
—Herbert Hoover, “Challenge to Liberty,” October 1936 

Like many Americans of the time, Hoover believed that one of 
government’s chief functions was to foster cooperation between 
competing groups and interests in society. If business and labor 
were in a conflict, for example, government should step in and 
help them find a solution that served their mutual interests. This 
cooperation must be voluntary rather than forced, he said. 
Government’s role was to encourage and facilitate cooperation, 
not to control it. 

On the other hand, Americans also valued “rugged 
individualism”—the idea that people should succeed through 
their own efforts. They should take care of themselves and their 
families, rather than depend on the government to bail them out. 
Thus, Hoover opposed any form of federal welfare, or direct 
relief to the needy. He believed that handouts would weaken 
people’s self-respect and “moral fiber.” His answer to the needy 
was that individuals, charities, and local organizations should 
pitch in to help care for the less fortunate. The federal 
government should direct relief measures, but not through a vast 
federal bureaucracy. Such a bureaucracy, he said, would be too 
expensive and would stifle individual liberties. 

However, when the Depression took hold, moral fiber wasn’t 
what people were worried about. Hoover’s response shocked 
and frustrated suffering Americans. 
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Hoover’s political philosophy caused him to take a cautious 
approach to the depression. Soon after the stock market crash, 
he called together key leaders in the fields of business, banking, 
and labor. He urged them to work together to find solutions to the 
nation’s economic woes and to act in ways that would not make 
a bad situation worse. For example, he asked employers not to 
cut wages or lay off workers, and he asked labor leaders not to 
demand higher wages or go on strike. He also created a special  

organization to help private charities generate contributions for 
the poor.  

None of these steps made much of a difference. A year after 
the crash, the economy was still shrinking, and unemployment 
was still rising. More companies went out of business, soup 
kitchens became a common sight, and general misery continued 
to grow. Shantytowns arose in every city, and hoboes continued 
to roam. 

Main Idea: 

  

 



 

 

One project that Hoover approved did make a difference. 
Years earlier, when Hoover served as secretary of commerce, 
one of his earliest proposed initiatives was the construction of a 
dam on the Colorado River. Aiming to minimize federal 
intervention, Hoover proposed to finance the dam’s construction 
by using profits from sales of the electric power that the dam 
would generate. He also helped to arrange an agreement on 
water rights among the seven states of the Colorado River 
basin—Arizona, California, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, 
Utah, and Wyoming. 

 

By the time the massive project won congressional approval 
in 1928,as part of a $700 million public works program, Hoover 
had been elected to the White House. In the fall of 1929, nearly 
one year into his presidency, Hoover was finally able to authorize 
construction of Boulder Dam (later called Hoover Dam). At 726 
ft. high and 1,244 ft. long it would be the world’s tallest dam and 
the second largest. In addition to providing electricity and flood 
control, the dam also provided a regular water supply, which 
enabled the growth of California’s massive agricultural economy. 
Today, the dam also helps to provide water for cities such as Los 
Angeles and Las Vegas. 
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As the country’s economic difficulties increased, the political 
tide turned against Hoover and the Republicans. In the 1930 
congressional elections, the Democrats took advantage of 
anti-Hoover sentiments to win more seats in Congress. As a 
result of that election, the Republicans lost control of the House 
of Representatives and saw their majority in the Senate dwindle 
to one vote. 

As Americans grew more and more frustrated by the 
Depression, they expressed their anger in a number of ways. 
Farmers stung by low crop prices burned their corn and wheat 
and dumped their milk on highways rather than sell it at a loss. 
Some farmers even declared a “farm holiday” and refused to 
work their fields. A number blocked roads to prevent food from 
getting to market, hoping that food shortages would raise prices. 
Some farmers also used force to prevent authorities from 
foreclosing on farms. 

By 1930, people were calling the shantytowns in American 
cities “Hoovervilles”—a direct slap at the president’s policies. 
Homeless people called the newspapers they wrapped 
themselves in “Hoover blankets.” Empty pockets turned inside 
out were “Hoover flags.” Many Americans who had hailed 
Hoover as a great humanitarian a few years earlier now saw him 
as a cold and heartless leader. 

Despite public criticism, Hoover continued to hold firm to his 
principles. He refused to support direct relief or other forms of 
federal welfare. Some Americans were going hungry, and many 
blamed Hoover for their plight. Criticism of the president and his 
policies continued to grow. An anonymous ditty of the time was 
widely repeated:  

Mellon pulled the whistle/Hoover rang the bell 
Wall Street gave the signal/And the country went to hell.” 
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