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Statement on Public v. Private Financing of Relief Efforts, February 3, 1931

	Excerpt from Hoover’s Statement
	Paraphrase/Annotation of the Excerpt

	It [the question of whether public or private funds should be used to help people in poverty] is a question as to whether the American people on one hand will maintain the spirit of charity and mutual self-help through voluntary giving and the responsibility of local government as distinguished on the other hand from appropriations out of the Federal Treasury for such purposes. 

My own conviction is strongly that if we break down this sense of responsibility of individual generosity to individual and mutual self-help in the country in times of national difficulty and if we start appropriations of this character we have not only impaired something infinitely valuable in the life of the American people but have struck at the roots of self-government. Once this has happened it is not the cost of a few score millions, but we are faced with the abyss of reliance in future upon Government charity in some form or other. The money involved is indeed the least of the costs to American ideals and American institutions….

And there is a practical problem in all this. 

The help being daily extended by neighbors, by local and national agencies, by municipalities, by industry and a great multitude of organizations throughout the country today is many times any appropriation yet proposed. The opening of the doors of the Federal Treasury is likely to stifle this giving and thus destroy far more resources than the proposed charity from the Federal Government….

I have . . . spent much of my life . . . fighting hardship and starvation both abroad and in the Southern [United] States . . . I recall that in all the organizations with which I have been connected . . ., the foundation has been to summon the maximum of self-help. 

The American people . . . should be given a chance to show whether they wish to preserve the principles of individual and local responsibility and mutual self-help before they embark on what I believe is a disastrous system. 

           
	


Citation: Herbert Hoover: "Statement on Public vs. Private Financing of Relief Efforts.," February 3, 1931. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project. http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=22943.  Modified July 19, 2012. 

Review Questions:

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

2.  According to the text, what role should the federal government play in the recovery?  What role should individuals and/or local governments play?

3.  Which secondary source most accurately reflects your primary text?

4.  If you were a historian, would you rely only on the primary documents to interpret Hoover’s response to the Depression?  Why/why not?

