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The Great Depression and the government response to it marked a clear difference between the Republican and Democrat political parties that is still visible today.  The Democrats believed that the source of salvation for the country was the expansion of government, particularly at the Federal level.   The Republicans stuck to their belief in individualism. Both of these documents had passages that illustrated the fundamental belief of their party.  Roosevelt said that we should work together for the good of the whole, while Republicans said that the future of the nation did not depend on government but on the character and strength of the individual.

In his 1933 Inaugural Address, Franklin D. Roosevelt delivered a message of hope and encouragement that could not help but lift the spirits of Americans.  Here was a man who knew the problems Americans faced and was going to do something about them.  The Republican party had squandered the opportunity to right the country and lessen the effect of the Great Depression.  Hoover had the opportunity to act in specific areas where the Federal government could have made a difference, while allowing Hoover and the Republicans to hold true to the principles of his party.  He failed to act and allowed the Depression to worsen and deepen and as a result lost his job.

PSD 24-3: Franklin D. Roosevelt Inaugural Address – 1933
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Roosevelt’s Inaugural Address was aimed at Americans of all political stripes.  He stated that the population was overbalanced in the urban areas, and that some of the population needed to be reallocated to rural areas.  He said that Americans should make better use of the land by those best suited to make use of the land.  These were ideas that fit more with a conservative view of getting back to the “way things were” and removing some of the power of the cities.  These positions would have been at least considered centrist positions at the time, if not even conservative.  Roosevelt also stressed the need to reduce the cost of government.  This was and is a conservative position, and was certainly stated to appeal to those who did not approve of an expansion of the Federal government.

The majority of Roosevelt’s address was much farther to the left, although he cloaked his ideas in nonspecific rhetoric to camouflage his true intentions to expand the Federal government and create new programs and bureacracies.  He stated that Americans must work together as a “trained and loyal army” for the common good.  He said that lives and property should be submitted to such discipline.  These ideas were certainly liberal, but in the context of the entire message their impact was muted.  In the last few paragraphs of his address, Roosevelt revealed his intentions to take power to the executive branch of the Federal government in the event that congress was unable to agree on what he considered to be the correct course of action.

On the whole, Roosevelt’s address would have been far to the left if he had actually stated or outlined all of the new spending and programs that would be created under the New Deal.  He specifically toned down the message in order to appeal to a larger section of Americans, and placed this document closer to the middle of the political spectrum than it would otherwise have been.
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PSD 24-7: Republican Party Platform – 1936
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The 1936 Republican Party Platform was a direct assault on the policies of Roosevelt.  The platform decried the Roosevelt policies that had led to an expansion of the power and scope of the Federal government.   The Republicans did advocate for Social Security, child labor laws, minimum wage laws, and regulation of banks and securities.  These positions kept this PSD from being pinned firmly to the right end of the political spectrum.  

From the opening statement to the conclusion, the Republican platform condemned the centralization of power in Washington DC and the usurpation of state’s rights.  They wanted the government out of the payroll business and a reduction in many new programs.  They wanted relief programs to be decentralized and given back to the state and local level.  Republicans called for government budgets to be balanced with cuts in expenditures instead of increases in taxes.  These positions were all conservatives posit ions for the time and would still be considered conservative today.  

