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After the stock market crash, all these problems with the economy began to take their toll.  The economic slowdown frightened everyone, from East Coast executives to Midwestern store owners, from Utah miners to the President of the United States.

Section 3: Hoover’s Response—Voluntary and Local Action Fail  (p. 423) 


From this influential post [secretary of commerce], Hoover tried to put into practice his vision for the United States.  He encouraged voluntary associations of business leaders to eliminate inefficiency in industry.  He suggested that federal, state, and local governments coordinate efforts to dampen harmful swings in the business cycle.  With these and other measures, Hoover was sure that the United States in 1928 was “nearer to the final triumph over poverty than ever before in the history of any land.”  His optimism and confidence matched the mood of the country and won him the presidency.


A.  Initial Reaction to the Depression


Only months after Hoover made that prediction, the stock market crashed.  Realizing that people’s plummeting faith in the economy hindered chances of recovery, Hoover tried to bolster confidence.  “We have now passed the worst,” he told Americans in May 1930, “and…shall rapidly recover.” 


Even with his optimistic pronouncements, the President took immediate action to try to arrest the economic downturn.  Following his own faith in voluntary action, he called a meeting of business leaders and asked them to pledge not to cut wages or production of goods.  He suggested that city and state governments stimulate their local economies by funding building projects to provide new jobs.


Hoover also funneled aid to farmers through the Agricultural Marketing Act, which Congress had passed even before the economy began to weaken in the aftermath of the crash.  Through this legislation, the federal government established the Farm Board, which lent money to farmers to help them set up cooperative marketing associations.  Farmers who joined these associations agreed to sell their crops as a group.  If they could not get the prices they wanted at the time of the harvest, they would store their crops until prices rose.


Voluntary marketing associations might, in time, have raised crop prices.  Many farmers, however, needed immediate help paying the mortgages on their land.  The Farm Board was not authorized to lend money to individual farmers, so thousands of families went bankrupt in the early 1930s, losing their jobs and their homes.


B.  The Depression Deepens

Despite Hoover’s efforts to help farmers and others, business conditions in the United States worsened in the 2 years after the crash.  About 23,000 businesses failed in 1929.  In 1932, 32,000 businesses went under.  The average family’s annual income dropped from $2,300 in 1929 to $1,600 in 1935.  Unemployment rose from about 5 percent in 1929.


The early 1930s saw mounting poverty and destitution.  In major cities bread lines stretched for blocks, as people waited for one scant meal a day…


Bands played this song [“Brother Can You Spare a Dime”] in 1930 and 1931.  During the 1932 presidential campaign, the Republicans tried to discourage the radio networks from broadcasting it, but the song had already impressed voters…


With the number of unemployed growing every month, charity funds soon proved inadequate.  Toledo, Ohio, could afford to spend only 2 cents per relief meal per day.  New York City gave only $2.39 per week to each family on relief.  Thousands of people were turned away.  The Federal Reserve compounded the problem by squandering chances to rescue the collapse banking system.


With poverty pressing down on them, some people wrote President Hoover in anger and frustration:

Why should we hafto [sic.]…have foodless days…and our children have Schoolless [sic.] days and Shoeless [sic.] days and the land full of plenty and Banks bursting with money?  Why does Every Thing have Exceptional Value Except the Human being?  Why are we reduced to poverty and starving and anxiety and Sorrow So quickly under your administration—Robert S. McElvaine, Down & Out in the Great Depression 

Section 4: Too Little Too Late—Discontent Continues to Rise


Facing such harsh criticism, Hoover reluctantly introduced new government programs to deal with the economic crisis.  He still insisted that voluntary action and local programs were the best ways to relieve the Depression.  By early 1932, however, he had to admit that these measures had failed.


Trying to respond to the deepening crisis, Hoover obtained congressional approval for a federal relief agency called the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) in February 1932.  The RFC was the largest federal program of economic aid that any President had ever proposed.  The agency was authorized to dispense $2 billion in loans to faltering banks, insurance companies, and railroads.  Hoover hoped that the RFC would inspire confidence in business.  The theory was that funding such institutions would stimulate industry and eventually create more jobs.


The trickle-down measure, however, could not relieve the immediate suffering of the unemployed.  The Emergency Relief Act, passed in July 1932, enabled to RFC to distribute an additional $300 million in loans to state governments for unemployment relief.  These governments did not qualify for RFC loans, however, unless they were on the verge of bankruptcy.  By the end of the year, the RFC had distributed only half of its available money…


Section 2:  The Election of 1932


The routing of the bonus army was the last nail in Hoover’s political coffin.  The public, which already considered the President cold and unfeeling because he refused to pay for unemployment relief, now saw him also as a viscous bully.  On hearing about the attack on the veterans at Anacostia by MacArthur’s troops, Democratic presidential candidate Franklin D. Roosevelt turned to his friend Felix Frankfurter and said, “Well, Felix, this will elect me.”


Roosevelt’s prediction proved correct.  Hoover stayed in Washington through most of the campaign.  When he did make public appearances, he was often booed into retreat.  On Election Day, on his way to vote, people hurling stick bombs attacked his car.  Roosevelt won the presidency by a landslide.  Herbert Hoover, for all his early optimism and organizational skills, was defeated by the Depression and its crushing economic problems.
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Questions over the Reading:

Answer the following in complete sentences.  Quote the source in each answer.   

1. According to the text, what policies did Hoover propose to combat the Great Depression?

2. According to the text, what were the effects of Hoover’s policies?  Were they successful or unsuccessful?

3. Do you think the text portrays Hoover in a positive or a negative light?  Why?  Include citations from the source!  

