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Rugged Individualism Speech, Herbert Hoover, 1928

This speech was delivered in New York City by Republican presidential candidate Herbert Hoover on October 22, 1928, toward  
the close of the election campaign. In this classic example of American conservative philosophy, Hoover condemned the Democratic 
platform as a misguided attempt to solve the problems of prohibition, farm relief, and electrical power through state socialism;  
he extolled free, private enterprise and initiative, a system of “rugged individualism,” as the foundations of America’s “unparalleled 
greatness.” Government entry into commercial business, he argued, would destroy political equality, increase corruption, stifle 
initiative, undermine the development of leadership, extinguish opportunity, and “dry up the spirit of liberty and progress.”

………..
Excerpts

It is false liberalism that interprets itself into the Government operation 
of business. The bureaucratization of our country would poison the 
very roots of liberalism that is free speech, free assembly, free press, 
political equality and equality of opportunity. It is the road, not to more 
liberty, but to less liberty. Liberalism should be found not striving to 
spread bureaucracy, but striving to set bounds to it. True liberalism 
seeks freedom first in the confident belief that without freedom the 
pursuit of all other blessings and benefits is vain. That belief is the 
foundation of all American progress, political as well as economic.

Liberalism is a force truly of the spirit, a force proceeding from the 
deep realization that economic freedom cannot be sacrificed if political 
freedom is to be preserved. Even if governmental conduct of business 
could give us more efficiency instead of giving us decreased efficiency, 
the fundamental objection to it would remain unaltered and unabated. 
It would destroy political equality. It would cramp and cripple mental 
and spiritual energies of our people. It would dry up the spirit of 
liberty and progress. It would extinguish equality of opportunity, and 
for these reasons fundamentally and primarily it must be resisted. For 
a hundred and fifty years liberalism has found its true spirit in the 
American system, not in the European systems.

I do not wish to be misunderstood in this statement. I am defining 
a general policy! It does not mean that our government is to part with 
one iota of its national resources without complete protection to the 
public interest. I have already stated that where the government is 
engaged in public works for purposes of flood control, of navigation, 
of irrigation, of scientific research or national defense that, or in 
pioneering a new art, it will at times necessarily produce power or 
commodities as a by-product. But they must be by-products, not the 
major purpose.

Nor do I wish to be misinterpreted as believing that the United 
States is free-for-all and the devil-take-the-hindmost. The very essence 
of equality of opportunity is that there shall be no domination by any 
group or trust or combination in this republic, whether it be business 
or political. It demands economic justice as well as political and social 
justice. It is no system to laissez faire.

………..

In the last fifty years we have discovered that mass production will 
produce articles for us at half the cost that obtained previously. We 
have seen the resultant growth of large units of production and 
distribution. This is big business. Business must be bigger for our 
tools are bigger, our country is bigger. We build a single dynamo of 
a hundred thousand horsepower. Even fifteen years ago that would 
have been a big business all by itself. Yet today advance in production 
requires that we set ten of these units together.

Our great problem is to make certain that while we maintain 
the fullest use of the large units of business yet that they shall be 
held subordinate to the public interest. The American people from 
bitter experience have a rightful fear that these great units might 
be used to dominate our industrial life and by illegal and unethical 
practices destroy equality of opportunity. Years ago the Republican 
Administration established the principle that such evils could be 
corrected by regulation. It developed methods by which abuses could 
be prevented and yet the full value of economic advance retained for 
the public. It insisted that when great public utilities were clothed 
with the security of part monopoly, whether it be railways, power 
plants, telephones or what not, then there must be the fullest and 
most complete control of rates, services, and finances by governmental 
agencies. These businesses must be conducted with glass pockets. In 
the development of our great production industry, the Republican  
Party insisted upon the enactment of a law that not only would 
maintain competition but would destroy conspiracies to dominate  
and limit the equality of opportunity amongst our people.

One of the great problems of government is to determine to 
what extent the Government itself shall interfere with commerce and 
industry and how much it shall leave to individual exertion. It is just 
as important that business keep out of government as that government 
keep out of business. No system is perfect. We have had abuses in the 
conduct of business that every good citizen resents. But I insist that the 
results show our system better than any other and retains the essentials 
of freedom.

As a result of our distinctly American system our country has 
become the land of opportunity to those born without inheritance not 
merely because of the wealth of its resources and industry but because 
of this freedom of initiative and enterprise. Russia has natural resources 
equal to ours. Her people are equally industrious but she has not had 
the blessings of 150 years of our form of government and of our social 
system. The wisdom of our forefathers in their conception that progress 
must be the sum of the progress of free individuals has been reenforced 
by all of the great leaders of the country since that day. Jackson, 
Lincoln, Cleveland, McKinley, Roosevelt, Wilson, and Coolidge have 
stood unalterably for these principles. By adherence to the principles 
of decentralization, self-government, ordered liberty, and opportunity 
and freedom to the individual our American experiment has yielded a 
degree of well-being unparalleled in all the world. It has come nearer to 
the abolition of poverty, to the abolition of fear of want that humanity 
has ever reached before. Progress of the past seven years is the proof 
of it. It furnishes an answer to those who would ask us to abandon the 
system by which this has been accomplished.
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