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The Great Depression brought many changes to our country.  Some changes helped, others hurt.  By looking back through history one can see the events and causes leading up to the Great Depression of the late 20’s and early 30’s.  The actions taken and laws made are documented for modern people to read and study.  This allows for the understanding of the basis for our modern Republican and Democrat political parties.  

Both parties responses to the Great Depression are documented and upon studying them one can see how the characteristics of the different parties were formed. Two primary source documents help explain the different responses to the Great Depression that both parties took.  The first PSD explains the Democratic view.  It is President Franklin Roosevelt’s 1st inaugural address in 1933.  The second is the Republican  Party Platform in 1936.  

The Great Depression was a low point for American society in money, food and self-esteem.  Roosevelt and the Democrats effectively took advantage of this to propagate their party’s view of government involvement with society.  Throughout Roosevelt’s inaugural address he stresses what the government is going to do for the people.  He first asserts that the essential key to victory over the depression is that society “Give the support to the leadership in these critical days.”  He appeals to the people saying the “ “…Primary task is to put people to work.”  This is what all the poor, unemployed and hungry people want to hear.  President Roosevelt stated “ It can be accomplished in part by direct recruiting by the government itself…”  

There are many examples of how the Democratic party established the characteristics of federal involvement in issues of the public throughout Roosevelt’s speech.  “…National planning for and supervision of all forms of transportation and of communication and other utilities which have a definitely public character.”  is a statement that backs up the Democratic party value. Roosevelt wanted a “…strict supervision of all banking and credits and investments.”  Roosevelt stresses the need for interdependence on each other and to “submit our lives and property to such discipline…”  President Roosevelt said that “The normal balance of executive and legislative authority may be wholly adequate to meet the unprecedented task before us…” and followed with another statement saying “But unprecedented demand and need…may call for temporary departure from that normal balance of public procedure.” He stresses the need of government involvement to bring the depression to a close.  At the end of his speech he asks for “broad executive power to wage a war against the emergency.”


Roosevelt has won the 1932 election by a landslide.  People wanted to hear the promises he and the government were making. From March to June 1933 “the hundred days” was a period when FDR had numerous acts passed through congress to help fight the depression. It came to be called the New Deal, an “improvised series of reform and relief measures (text p. 449)”  These acts reflected what FDR promised in his inaugural speech and created ideals, characteristics and trends of the modern Democratic party. 


The Republicans created the different characteristics of their party in response to the Great Depression and their position taken to the New Deal.  The Republicans refuted the New Deal and FDR’s policies.  The republicans stated the essentials of their problems with the New Deal in the Republican party platform.  Republicans “Dedicate ourselves to the preservation of their political liberty, their individual opportunity and their character as free citizens, which today are threatened by Government itself.”  Republicans argued that government involvement should be minimal and people’s liberties and rights should be preserved.  They said the New Deal took the rights reserved to the states and the people and made many of them dependant upon government.  The Republicans wanted actions that created free people, not dependant ones.  To keep this freedom they pledged themselves to “…Maintain the American system of constitutional and local self-government.” These values of free enterprise, control of business and private competition was favored over federal monopolies.  

To save the unemployment problem the Republicans took the stand of removing restrictions on production.  Instead they wanted to adopt policies and create acts that were for individual enterprise, industrial expansion and restoration of jobs.  New Dealers, they argued, were for raising the cost of living, raising production costs, restricting buying and reducing volume.  To stress their value of keeping local and state government strong they wanted the responsibility of relief administration to go to “non-political local agencies familiar with community problems.”  Like the democrats, Republicans supported grants-in-aid but to a lesser extent and based on strict conditions.  Republicans valued the constitution as is stood.  They wanted to implement laws against child labor laws, laws for maximum hours a week and minimum wages and working conditions, but  all through the constitution as it was, not adding extra acts or amendments.  “Federal regulation of interstate activities of public utilities” but with clear and specific laws was another idea of their platform.  

The Repulican platform summed up their values and obligations and duties at the closing of their platform.  “We affirm our unalterable conviction that, in the future as in the past, the fate of the nation will depend, not so much on the wisdom and power of government, as on the character and virtue, self-reliance, industry and thrift of the people and on their willingness to meet the responsibilities essential to the preservation of a fee society.”

