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Herbert Hoover’s influence on American politics and society was
perhaps second to none during the 1920s. He was widely admired
for his administrative and humanitarian work during World War I.
As Secretary of Commerce Hoover exerted enormous influence
over the modernizing economy. His philosophy offered an
appealing synthesis that celebrated both national progress and
traditional individualism. Hoover’s presidency failedto respond to
the human tragedy of the Great Depression, but the ideas
expressed in his 1922 book American Individualism struck a
chord with millions.
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Five or six great social philosophies are at struggle in the world for
ascendancy. There is the Individualism of America. There is the
Individualism of the more democratic states of Europe with its care-
ful reservations of castes and classes. There are Communism,
Socialism, Syndicalism, Capitalism, and finally there is
Autocracy—whether by birth, by possessions, militarism, or
divine right of kings. Even the Divine Right still lingers on
although our lifetime has seen fully two-thirds of the earth’s pop-
ulation, including Germany, Austria, Russia, and China, arrive at a
state of angry disgust with this type of social motive power and
throw it on the scrap heap.

All these thoughts are in ferment today in every country in
the world. They fluctuate in ascendancy with times and places.
They compromise with each other in daily reaction on govern-
ments and peoples. Some of these ideas are perhaps more adapted
to one race than another. Some are false, some are true. What we
are interested in is their challenge to the physical and spiritual
forces of America.

The partisans of some of these other brands of social
schemes challenge us to comparison; and some of their partisans
even among our own people are increasing in their agitation that
we adopt one or another or parts of their devices in place of our
tried individualism. They insist that our social foundations are
exhausted, that like feudalism and autocracy America’s plan has
served its purpose—that it must be abandoned.

There are those who have been left in sober doubt of our
institutions or are confounded by bewildering catchwords of vivid
phrases. For in this welter of discussions there is much attempt to
glorify or defame social and economic forces with phrases. Nor
indeed should we disregard the potency of some of these phrases
in their stir to action.—“The dictatorship of the Proletariat,”
“Capitalistic nations,” “Germany over all,” and a score of others.
We need only to review those that have jumped to horseback dur-
ing the last ten years in order that we may be properly awed by the
great social and political havoc that can be worked where the bes-
tial instincts of hate, murder, and destruction are clothed by the
demagogue in the fine terms of political idealism.

For myself, let me say at the very outset that my faith in the
essential truth, strength, and vitality of the developing creed by
which we have hitherto lived in this country of ours has been con-
firmed and deepened by the searching experiences of seven years
of service in the backwash and misery of war. Seven years of con-

tending with economic degeneration, with social disintegration,
with incessant political dislocation, with all of its seething and fer-
ment of individual and class conflict, could but impress me with
the primary motivation of social forces, and the necessity for
broader thought upon their great issues to humanity. And from it
all I emerge an individualist—an unashamed individualist. But let
me say also that I am an American individualist. For America has
been steadily developing the ideals that constitute progressive
individualism.

No doubt, individualism run riot, with no tempering princi-
ple, would provide a long category of inequalities, of tyrannies,
dominations, and injustices. America, however, has tempered the
whole conception of individualism by the injection of a definite
principle, and from this principle it follows that attempts at domi-
nation, whether in government or in the processes of industry and
commerce, are under an insistent curb. If we would have the val-
ues of individualism, their stimulation to initiative, to the develop-
ment of hand and intellect, to the high development of thought and
spirituality, they must be tempered with that firm and fixed ideal
of American individualism—an equality of opportunity. If we
would have these values we must soften its hardness and stimulate
progress through that sense of service that lies in our people.

Therefore, it is not the individualism of other countries for
which I would speak, but the individualism of America. Our
individualism differs from all others because it embraces these
great ideals: that while we build our society upon the attainment of
the individual, we shall safeguard to every individual an equality
of opportunity to take that position in the community to which his
intelligence, character, ability, and ambition entitle him; that we
keep the social solution free from frozen strata of classes; that we
shall stimulate effort of each individual to achievement; that
through an enlarging sense of responsibility and understanding
we shall assist him to this attainment; while he in turn must stand
up to the emery wheel of competition.

Individualism cannot be maintained as the foundation of a
society if it looks to only legalistic justice based upon contracts,
property, and political equality. Such legalistic safeguards are
themselves not enough. In our individualism we have long since
abandoned the laissez faire of the 18th Century—the notion that it
is “every man for himself and the devil take the hindmost.” We
abandoned that when we adopted the ideal of equality of opportu-
nity—the fair chance of Abraham Lincoln. We have confirmed its
abandonment in terms of legislation, of social and economic jus-
tice,—in part because we have learned that it is the hindmost who
throws the bricks at our social edifice, in part because we have
learned that the foremost are not always the best nor the hindmost
the worst—and in part because we have learned that social injus-
tice is the destruction of justice itself. We have learned that the
impulse to production can only be maintained at a high pitch if
there is a fair division of the product. We have also learned that fair
division can only be obtained by certain restrictions on the strong
and the dominant.…

The will-o’-the wisp of all breeds of socialism is that they
contemplate a motivation of human animals by altruism alone. It
necessitates a bureaucracy of the entire population, in which, hav-
ing obliterated the economic stimulation of each member, the fine
gradations of character and ability are to be arranged in relative
authority by ballot of more likely by a Tammany Hall or a
Bolshevist party, or some other form of tyranny. The proof of the
futility of these ideas as a stimulation to the development and



activity of the individual does not lie alone in the ghastly failure of
Russia, but also lies in our own failure in attempts at nationalized
industry.

Likewise the basic foundations of autocracy, whether it be
class government or capitalism in the sense that a few men through
unrestrained control of property determine the welfare of great
numbers, is as far apart from the rightful expression of American
individualism as the two poles. The will-o’-the-wisp of autocracy
in any form is that it supposes that the good Lord endowed a spe-
cial few with all the divine attributes. It contemplates one human
animal dealing to the other human animals his just share of earth,
of glory, and of immortality. The proof of the futility of these ideas
in the development of the world does not lie alone in the grim fail-
ure of Germany, but it lies in the damage to our moral and social
fabric from those who have sought economic domination in
America, whether employer or employee.

We in America, have had too much experience of life to fool
ourselves into pretending that all men are equal in ability, in char-
acter, in intelligence, in ambition. That was part of the claptrap of
the French Revolution. We have grown to understand that all we
can all hope to assure to the individual through government is lib-
erty, justice, intellectual welfare, equality of opportunity, and stim-
ulation to service.

It is in maintenance of a society fluid to these human quali-
ties that our individualism departs from the individualism of
Europe. There can be no rise for the individual through the frozen
strata of classes, or of castes, and no stratification can take place
in a mass livened by the free stir of its particles. This guarding of
our individualism against stratification insists not only in preserv-
ing in the social solution an equal opportunity for the able and
ambitious to rise from the bottom; it also insists that the sons of
the successful shall not by any mere right of birth or favor contin-
ue to occupy their fathers’ places of power against the rise of a
new generation in process of coming up from the bottom. The pio-
neers of our American individualism had the good sense not to
reward Washington and Jefferson and Hamilton with hereditary
dukedoms and fixtures in landed estates, as Great Britain reward-
ed Marlborough and Nelson. Otherwise our American fields of
opportunity would have been clogged with long generations inher-
iting their fathers’ privileges without their fathers’ capacity for
service.

That high and increasing standards of living and comfort
should be the first of considerations in public mind and in govern-
ment needs no apology. We have long since realized that the basis
of an advancing civilization must be a high and growing standard
of living for all the people, not for a single class; that education,
food, clothing, housing, and the spreading use of what we so often
term non-essentials, are the real fertilizers of the soil from which
spring the finer flowers of life. The economic development of the
past fifty years has lifted the general standard of comfort far
beyond the dreams of our forefathers. The only road to further
advance in the standard of living is by greater invention, greater
elimination of waste, greater production and better distribution of
commodities and services, for by increasing their ratio to our num-
bers and dividing them justly we each will have more of them.


