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The Hillsdale 1776 Curriculum                                            American Government and Politics 
High School 

 
 

UNIT 5 

Progressivism and the State 
 

 
45–50-minute classes | 13–17 classes 

 

UNIT PREVIEW 
 
 

Structure 
 
LESSON 1 Critiques of the Declaration of Independence  3–4 classes p. 7 
  
LESSON 2 Politics, Leadership, and the Administrative State  3–4 classes  p. 11 
 
LESSON 3 The New Deal and the Great Society     3–4 classes p. 17 
 
LESSON 4 Constitutionalist Responses to Progressivism  2–3 classes p. 20 
 
APPENDIX A Study Guide, Test, and Writing Assignment     p. 23 
 
APPENDIX B Primary Sources        p. 35 
 
 

Why Teach Progressivism and the State 
 
In many respects, the United States government today looks the same as that which our forefathers drafted. 
Many of its principles and structures have endured, to the benefit of all mankind. But in many other ways 
American government, at least in how it works, has changed significantly from the American founding. The 
Progressive movement accounts for a substantial portion of that change as progressives altered many pieces 
of the original Constitution to reshape how American government functions. Before these changes were 
wrought in government, however, Progressivism put forward a different understanding of the very 
principles on which that Constitutional order was based. Progressivism strongly critiqued the principles of 
the Declaration of Independence as well as the form of the Constitution. Young American citizens must 
understand why and how the government of the country they now live in was changed from what their 
country’s Founders originally intended, for better or for worse. 
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What Teachers Should Consider 
 
The industrialization and urbanization that followed the Civil War in America brought a dramatic 
transformation to American life, business, and politics. New ideas about the role of government in light of 
many of these changes were imported form German philosophers and models of government. This 
movement known as Progressivism asserted that the economic changes since the American founding 
necessitated new functions by government. Moreover, the Progressive belief that human knowledge and 
morality had progressed since the founding generation meant that government could take on new 
purposes and powers as well. 
 
The Progressives generally denied, therefore, an objective standard for truth, asserting that truth was 
relative to one’s time and place. This view applied to rights as well. Rights were not “natural” but were 
granted by the government based on the needs of the time. Equality, moreover, was seen in terms of 
groups, usually economic, rather than individuals. 
 
This philosophical shift resulted in a different view of government itself. Government could not merely 
secure rights. Instead, the government had to become more active to bring about equal results in wealth, 
health, peace, and overall wellbeing. This would, in some circumstances, require the removal or 
curtailment of rights among some groups compared to others.  
 
The new end of government also involved the government in more facets of human life and society. This 
expansion in the number and complexity of tasks the government had to accomplish necessitated 
removing most decision-making from the hands of elected officials and concentrating it in the hands of 
experts in each field. This bureaucracy or administrative state burgeoned the size of government and 
expanded its control over many areas of American life, even while becoming increasingly independent 
from the will of the people through the electoral process. 
 

How Teachers Can Learn More 
 
TEXTS 

 
The U.S. Constitution: A Reader, ed. Hillsdale College Politics Faculty Chapters 10–11 
The State, Woodrow Wilson 
“Socialism and Democracy,” Woodrow Wilson 
“Ethics and Economics,” Richard Ely 
Ethics, John Dewey and James Tufts 
The New State, Mary Parker Follett 

 
ONLINE COURSES | Online.Hillsdale.edu  

 
Introduction to the Constitution     
Constitution 101 
Constitution 201 
Civil Rights in American History 
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Primary Sources Studied in This Unit 
 

“What Is Progress?” Woodrow Wilson    
“Recent Tendencies,” Charles Merriam 
“Natural Law,” Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.  
Liberalism and Social Action, John Dewey 
“The New Nationalism,” Theodore Roosevelt  
War Message to Congress, Woodrow Wilson 
Fourteen Points, Woodrow Wilson  
“Leaders of Men,” Woodrow Wilson  
“The Presidency,” Theodore Roosevelt 
“The Study of Administration,” Woodrow Wilson  
Commonwealth Club Address, Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
Democratic Convention Address, 1936, Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
Annual Message to Congress, 1941, Franklin Delano Roosevelt   
Annual Message to Congress, 1944, Franklin Delano Roosevelt   
Commencement Address at the University of Michigan, Lyndon Johnson   
“The Inspiration of the Declaration,” Calvin Coolidge 
“A Time for Choosing,” Ronald Reagan 
First Inaugural Address, Ronald Reagan  
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Lesson 1 — Critiques of the Declaration of Independence  
 

3-4 classes 
LESSON PREVIEW 
 
Students learn about Progressives’ evolving view of human nature, relativism concerning truth and 
morals, and expanding government, their assertion of group instead of individual rights, and their 
critique of the philosophical principles of the American founding. 
 
ONLINE COURSES FOR TEACHERS | Online.Hillsdale.edu 
 

Introduction to the Constitution   Lecture 12 
Constitution 101    Lecture 8 
Constitution 201    Lectures 1, 2, 4 

 
PRIMARY SOURCES 
 
Students are to read or, if they have previously read, review the following primary sources. While reading, 
students should annotate these sources. For particularly challenging texts or if the class is offered earlier in 
high school, the teacher may wish to provide students with guided reading questions to assist with 
comprehension, clarity, and direction. Using their annotations and any guided reading questions, students 
should come to class prepared to participate in a seminar conversation on each text. 
 

“What Is Progress?” Woodrow Wilson    
“Recent Tendencies,” Charles Merriam 
“Natural Law,” Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.  
Liberalism and Social Action, John Dewey 

 
TERMS AND TOPICS 
 

Progressivism 
relativism 
government activism 

special interests 
monopolies

 
QUESTIONS FOR THE AMERICAN MIND 
 
 How did Progressives explain their argument that human nature, truth, and politics were 

inevitably evolving and improving over the course of history? 
 How and why did the Progressives critique the Declaration of Independence, natural rights, and 

social contract theory? 
 What were the Progressives’ conceptions of freedom, equality, and justice? 
 Why and in what ways did Progressives claim that the individual person’s identity and will are 

bound up with the State? 
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 What did Progressives mean by equality? Why did they believe that creating equality of 
opportunity and treating everyone with equal dignity necessitated greater activism from 
government? 

 How did Progressives critique individualism and the power of special interests, monopolies, and 
the wealthy in politics? 

 What social reforms did Progressives pursue to deal with problems of urbanization and 
industrialization? 

 Why did Progressives approach foreign affairs with the expectation that the world would become 
freer and more peaceful with the spread of democracy and international institutions? 
 

KEYS TO THE LESSON 
 
Students should come to understand how Progressivism, while intending to bring progress and 
improvement, offered one of the more robust and effective critiques of the founding in American history, 
beginning with and especially concerning the philosophical and moral principles on which America was 
based. While the Progressives mostly shared the Founders’ conceptions of moral conduct, they largely 
discarded the Founders’ views of human nature, individual rights, equality, moral formation, and the 
pursuit of happiness. Students should see how these views are born partly of the changes from first 
generations of industrialization but especially from new philosophical ideas that fundamentally questioned 
the basis of the Founders’ ideas. 
 
Teachers might best plan and teach Critiques of the Declaration of Independence with emphasis on the 
following approaches: 
 
 While scheduling may limit the study of other thinkers related the American founding and 

Progressivism, it would be good for teachers to familiarize themselves with those thinkers who 
informed many of the earliest Progressives and Progressive thought, such as Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, Georg Hegel, Karl Marx, and Charles Darwin. Spending some time to review these 
figures, ideas, and histories with students or at least to refer to them where appropriate may be 
helpful in teaching this unit as well as Unit 8. 

 Students should understand the Progressive critique of the American founding. Begin with 
practical considerations in which the Progressives juxtapose life and society at the founding to 
that of the Gilded Age. Then proceed to consider the theoretical differences between the Founders 
and the Progressives on the question of rights. 

 On the practical side, lead students through considerations of how the Progressives judged the 
Founders to have been too focused on the individual and the value of private property ownership. 
As a nation without titles of nobility and class distinctions, the founders understood the great 
importance of the ability of all Americans to acquire and hold private property. But that was by 
no means the sole or primary objective of the American founding. The Progressives, however, 
argued that the founding (and the Constitution in particular) was designed solely to protect 
private property. The great changes in industry and the accumulation of capital had since then 
made the founding problematic by allowing too much power to become concentrated in the 
hands of wealthy industrialists and large businesses.  



The Hillsdale 1776 Curriculum                           Unit 5 | Progressivism and the State 

8 
Copyright © 2022 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

 Help students understand that the presence of large corporations may not have been an issue in 
and of itself so long as individuals were still free to seek their own material prosperity. The reason 
it was an issue for the Progressives was due to their second critique of the Founders, one that was 
more theoretical concerning the idea of rights. The Progressives rejected the Founders’ insistence 
that rights were natural, that they were part of what made one human, and that they existed only 
at the individual level. Instead, they maintained that rights were conditioned on social 
circumstances and belong to groups of people, usually organized by class. The problem with the 
Founders’ system of equal natural rights was that the equal protection of those rights now favored 
the wealthy and powerful. Progressives believed government should redefine rights according to 
class and group, and that government should not protect rights equally when it came to the 
wealthy and other “special interests.” Indeed, since rights were not based on natural personhood, 
they were derived instead from some other source as determined by government. This means that 
the possession of rights is controlled by government: they can be given but also taken away by 
government. Rejecting the Founders’ understanding of equal and unalienable rights grounded in 
human nature, the Progressive’s argued for changing rights that were controlled by government. 

 Review with students the American Founders’ understanding of human nature. They 
understood human nature to be fixed and unchanging, good but also flawed and tending toward 
corrupting power. In response to human nature, government must guard against the opposite 
dangers of lawlessness and tyranny, accounting for the realities of human nature and rejecting the 
possibility of utopia. The Constitution, therefore, did not deny, demonize, or elevate human 
nature, but rather tried to channel the powers of human beings into 
constructive institutions while mitigating man’s baser tendencies. In brief, the Constitution was 
constructed on an understanding of fixed human nature born of the Founders’ knowledge of 
history, their own experience, and their prudence.  

 Share with students that while both the Founders and Progressives believed in a moral foundation 
to politics, Progressives critiqued the above-mentioned view of human nature and government as 
too pessimistic and too simplistic. Progressives instead generally believed history to be evolving 
and automatically moving forward. That is, when looking on the technological gains, 
improvements in the standard of living, and the general pace of scientific discovery, Progressives 
believed that human beings, even human nature itself, would also improve and would be more 
likely to do what is right and good automatically. At the societal level, therefore, government 
ought to bring about that improvement and even aim to perfect human nature. Progressives 
disagreed with the Founders’ argument that government’s primary purpose was to secure 
unchanging rights and maintain a framework for self-government. Instead, they held that the 
purpose of government was to keep up with evolving rights and constant social change, what they 
called “progress.”   

 Explain to students how the Progressives departed from what they considered the meager 
understanding of rights and equality, i.e., that justice and morality require that the natural rights 
of individuals be equally protected. Instead, the Progressives saw government as a force not to 
protect rights but to grant groups of people special advantages in order to fulfill the potential 
outcomes of having certain rights. It was not enough, for example, to be free to earn a living if 
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there was no job by which to earn it. It is the role of government not only to preserve the right to 
have a job but also perhaps to supply the job itself. 

 Clarify with students that studying the philosophical, institutional, and political break that the 
Progressives made with the Founders does not mean that Progressives were wrong to highlight 
issues such as child labor, workplace and consumer safety, conservation, and monopolies, as the 
Founders also did. These are serious problems that ought to have been and should continue to be 
addressed. But students should consider the arguments surrounding the appropriate response, 
namely, whether it is the role of government to address these issues, or if private individuals, 
charities, businesses, consumers, churches, civic associations, and state and local governments are 
the proper entities to answer these problems, especially in light of students’ understanding of both 
the American founding and Progressivism. 

 Emphasize for students how such an idealistic philosophy (and idealistic view of human nature) 
would lead one to assume that the bad qualities of human nature (such as a desire for political 
power or human fallibility) are no longer a problem and that one need not worry (as the Founders 
did) about the distribution and separation of power within government, or about the 
accumulation of power in any one place. What James Madison considered “the very definition of 
tyranny” is thus less of a concern.   

 Make sure students appreciate the shift in the purpose and operation of government under such a 
view: government is no longer the defender of certain fundamental rights but otherwise limited to 
the basic functions (lawmaking, executing law, and adjudicating law) and core responsibilities 
(such as maintaining courts of law and the nation’s security) of government. Rather, government 
is to be the active force for change in America, bringing about personal fulfilment of individuals 
and progress for society. Moreover, these ends were not limited to merely domestic policies but 
were attainable also on the world stage in foreign affairs. Woodrow Wilson’s “War Message to 
Congress” articulates the spirit of Progressivism in foreign policy. 

 
STRENGTHENING UNDERSTANDING: POST-LESSON ASSIGNMENT 
 

Assignment: Explain how the Progressives critiqued America’s principles and the Founders’ 
understandings of rights, equality, human nature, and the purpose of government (3–4 
paragraphs). 
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Lesson 2 — Politics, Leadership, and the Administrative State  
 

3-4 classes 
LESSON PREVIEW 
 
Students learn how Progressives reimagined the roles of elected officials and political parties to inform 
and lead the people toward certain Progressive goals instead of governing as representatives of the people, 
while leaving governance to the federal bureaucracy, what some called a new fourth branch of 
government with considerable powers in its possession.  
 
ONLINE COURSES FOR TEACHERS | Online.Hillsdale.edu 
 

Introduction to the Constitution   Lecture 12 
Constitution 101    Lecture 8 
Constitution 201    Lectures 1, 3, 4 

 
PRIMARY SOURCES 
 
Students are to read or, if they have previously read, review the following primary sources. While reading, 
students should annotate these sources. For particularly challenging texts or if the class is offered earlier in 
high school, the teacher may wish to provide students with guided reading questions to assist with 
comprehension, clarity, and direction. Using their annotations and any guided reading questions, students 
should come to class prepared to participate in a seminar conversation on each text. 
 

“The New Nationalism,” Theodore Roosevelt  
War Message to Congress, Woodrow Wilson 
Fourteen Points, Woodrow Wilson  
“Leaders of Men,” Woodrow Wilson  
“The Presidency,” Theodore Roosevelt 
“The Study of Administration,” Woodrow Wilson  

 
TERMS AND TOPICS 
 

direct democracy 
politics 
living Constitution 
expertise 
administration 
administrative state 

bureaucracy 
delegation 
16th Amendment 
17th Amendment 
18th Amendment 
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QUESTIONS FOR THE AMERICAN MIND 
 
 In what ways did Progressives critique the Constitution as being too slow, mechanical, and at 

odds with itself? 
 For what reasons did Progressives insist upon an “organic” constitutional arrangement? 
 What were Progressives’ early arguments for a “living Constitution”? 
 Why did the Progressives critique the separation of powers and checks and balances? 
 Why did Progressives believe that many of the Founders’ worries over the dangers of tyranny, and 

majority tyranny, were outdated, and thus that limits and checks on the government’s power were 
outdated? 

 In what ways did Progressives promote direct democracy? 
 What was government by expertise, and why did the Progressives insist upon it? 
 In what sense did Progressives argue that many political questions were essentially 

noncontroversial and which called for technical, nonpartisan guidance? 
 In what sense did Progressives believe that the main problems in politics stemmed from special 

interests and the prejudices of the people? 
 How could these interests and prejudices be overcome by an administrative state insulated from 

the sway of politics and capable of enacting the true will of the people? 
 How did Progressives try to replace partisan competition, political deliberation, and interest 

group bargaining with good management? 
 How does the administrative bureaucracy often claim the formerly separated legislative, 

executive, and judicial branches all for itself? 
 How has Congress delegated its legislative power to the administrative state? 
 How have independent regulatory agencies gained and wielded power largely outside the direct 

control of the executive branch? 
 How did Progressives reframe the president as a visionary, rhetorical, and partisan leader who 

sets the legislative agenda and guides general legislation through Congress—legislation that 
usually delegates legislative, executive, and judicial power to bureaucratic agencies? 

 Questions from the U.S. Civics Test: 
̵ Question 5: How are changes made to the U.S. Constitution? 
̵ Question 32: Who elects U.S. senators? 
̵ Question 63: There are four amendments to the U.S. Constitution about who can vote. 

Describe one of them. 
̵ Question 71: Why is it important to pay federal taxes? 

 
KEYS TO THE LESSON 
 
The philosophical differences between Progressivism and the founding had many practical consequences 
in actual governance, both for the institutions of government and government employees. Progressivism 
established an unofficial dividing line between those who represented the people and those who made, 
enforced, and judged the laws. They labeled this distinction “politics” on the one hand and “administration” 
on the other. Politics included those who ran for and were elected to office. Their purpose, once elected, 
was not actually to govern or to represent the will of the people per se, but rather to lead the people to desire 
and demand certain policy outcomes. Once such a mandate for government activity was secured through 
the passage of general laws that stated an overall goal, the detailed tasks of the actual creation, enforcement, 
and judging violations of law was left to government employees known as administrative experts or 
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bureaucrats. Insulated from the people and from politics by not being subject to election, these experts were 
then to govern to bring about the grand objectives defined in general terms by politics.  
 
Teachers might best plan and teach Politics, Leadership, and the Administrative State with emphasis on 
the following approaches: 
 
 Review with students the philosophical departure the Progressives made from the Founders’ 

understanding of human nature. The Founders recognized and accounted for a permanent and 
unchanging human nature, and the Progressives posited an evolving and changing human nature. 

 Walk students through what this new view of human nature means for the purpose of 
government and for practical politics and the activities of government. For Progressives, a more 
optimistic view of human nature made them supportive of direct democratic rule. A prime 
example of this change was the 17th Amendment, which required the direct election of U.S. 
senators. The use of initiative, referendum, and recall at the state level are other examples.  

 Help students to understand the role of elected officials in this new paradigm. Elected officials are 
not merely to reflect consent and refine the views of the people but rather to show or convince the 
people of what they should truly want. Rhetoric was the main mechanism for doing so, especially 
through the office of the presidency and, as Theodore Roosevelt popularized, the bully pulpit. 
Progressives saw the presidency as the national leader of popular opinion. 

 Consider with students how this emphasis on direct democracy was to a certain extent not as 
meaningful as it seemed. The democratic push may have worked around the power of powerful 
but narrow interests, at least at the time, but it certainly did not mean that more laws would be 
enacted through the popular institutions of government. Instead, this democratic push was 
mainly aimed at ascertaining the “general will” of the people through democratic processes 
shaping opinion to follow progressive leadership. That is, the Progressives emphasized more 
direct democracy to determine the general aspiration of what most people think “sounds good,” 
and even this was up to elected officials to show the people what that ought to be. For example, 
suppose most people want a general outcome (such as clean air and clean water) but powerful 
interests may not care as much about clean air and clean water. Expanded democratic processes 
make it easier and more immediate for the people to express their will about the general outcome 
they want. Politics is about expressing general ideas and establishing popular support to get those 
ideas expressed in law. Separate from this more democratic process is the difficult and less 
democratic task of turning general ideas into actual governance. The Progressives called this task 
“administration.” 

 The Progressives argued that the technical and time-consuming work of actually carrying out the 
broad, general ideas of the law—detailing how it is to be done, implementing the laws, and 
making sure they are enforced to achieve their objectives—is not the work of Congress or even the 
President but requires a new body of experts and bureaucrats to do the real work of governing 
(administration) outside of and not subject to politics. Congress would delegate some of its 
lawmaking power to these bureaucrats, most of whom would exist under the executive branch 
and so could also execute the “laws” or regulations they make (in this example, the clean air and 
water experts would make the specific details of the law). The president can delegate his power to 
enforce it. They often also are given judicial powers, and have their own courts to adjudicate 
claims against their own laws and regulations. This shift of legislative, executive, and judicial 
powers away from the branches in which these powers had been separately vested by the people 
through the Constitution, and its accumulation under various departments and agencies, 
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amounts to the second great shift in the Progressive worldview: government needed to be 
rearranged through the creation of the administrative state to circumvent the processes of the 
Constitution and bring about “progress.” 

 Ask students about the importance of this shift away from government by representatives of the 
people to government by bureaucratic expertise, including whether or not it stands against the 
principle of representative self-government on which the Founders established the United States. 
Other words to characterize this view is “government by bureaucracy” or “the administrative 
state.” 

 Emphasize how the advent of the administrative state changed the Founders’ careful insistence 
that powers be separated and dispersed through the separation of powers, checks and balances, 
and federalism, not to mention government by elected representatives. All three types of 
government power (legislative, executive, and judicial) are instead consolidated into bureaucratic 
agencies that are, moreover, highly autonomous from the people. And all of this is in the name of 
efficiency: trusting in improved human nature and scientific expertise to achieve higher aims via 
government than the founding generation ever thought possible. 

 It is worth asking students about the role of such experts in making political decisions. For 
example, in the Founders’ view the role of statesmen was to consider all the various factors and 
people that a certain policy would affect and make the decision that best preserves the rights, 
freedom, and safety of the most people and the common good. That was a political decision (that 
is, it falls to someone controlled by the people through elections) which required prudence or 
practical wisdom, not merely expertise or technical knowledge.   

 Remind students of the different ends that the Progressives had in mind when it came to the role 
of government. Instead of protecting, permitting, and encouraging individuals to pursue moral 
ends by exercising their liberty under a limited government, progressivism saw government as a 
social mechanism for achieving moral ends. That is, instead of assuring self-government so that a 
diverse people could pursue different vocations and seek different opportunities under the rule a 
law (meant to check the baser aspects of human nature and the desire for power), Progressivism 
saw government as a moral force that should organize and regulate public action in order to bring 
about social progress.  

 Help students to understand the various changes the Progressives made to the functioning of the 
government. Include in this treatment the 16th, 17th, and 18th amendments.  

 In looking ahead, note how the Progressive expansion in government activity might appear to be 
less of a departure from the Founders, since many Progressives sometimes shared a similar moral 
outlook as the Founders. But this is the crucial difference: the Founders understood and 
appreciated that man’s flawed human nature meant that government should remain limited and 
powers should not be consolidated, and that the ends of man are better served by constitutional 
self-government rather than government regulation of more and more aspects of society. This 
divide would become more apparent as the inheritors of Progressive ideas ceased to believe in the 
moral or civic principles that had defined America and American life.  

 
 
 
 
STRENGTHENING UNDERSTANDING: POST-LESSON ASSIGNMENT 
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Assignment: Explain the relationship between politics and administration in Progressive 
government and how this arrangement and these roles different from the American founding (2–
3 paragraphs). 
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Name          Date    
 

Unit 5 — Formative Quiz   
 

Covering Lessons 1–2 
10–15 minutes 

DIRECTIONS: Answer each question in at least one complete sentence.  
 
 
1. How did Progressives explain their argument that human nature, truth, and politics were inevitably 

evolving and improving over the course of history? 
 
 
 
 
2. What did Progressives mean by equality? Why did they believe that creating equality of opportunity 

and treating everyone with equal dignity necessitated greater activism from government? 
 
 
 
 
3. Why did the Progressives critique the separation of powers and checks and balances? 
 
 
 
 
4. What was government by expertise, and why did the Progressives insist upon it? 
 
 
 
 
5. How has Congress delegated its legislative power to the administrative state? 
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Lesson 3 — The New Deal and the Great Society 
 

3-4 classes 
LESSON PREVIEW 
 
Students learn about the Progressive tenets and effects of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal program 
amidst the Great Depression and of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society. 
 
ONLINE COURSES FOR TEACHERS | Online.Hillsdale.edu 
 

Constitution 101    Lecture 9 
Constitution 201    Lecture 6 

 
PRIMARY SOURCES 
 
Students are to read or, if they have previously read, review the following primary sources. While reading, 
students should annotate these sources. For particularly challenging texts or if the class is offered earlier in 
high school, the teacher may wish to provide students with guided reading questions to assist with 
comprehension, clarity, and direction. Using their annotations and any guided reading questions, students 
should come to class prepared to participate in a seminar conversation on each text. 
 

Commonwealth Club Address, Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
Democratic Convention Address, 1936, Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
Annual Message to Congress, 1941, Franklin Delano Roosevelt   
Annual Message to Congress, 1944, Franklin Delano Roosevelt   
Commencement Address at the University of Michigan, Lyndon Johnson    

 
TERMS AND TOPICS 
 

The New Deal 
Second Bill of Rights 
commerce power 
Japanese internment  

Great Society 
war on poverty 
welfare 
welfare state 

 
QUESTIONS FOR THE AMERICAN MIND 
 
 What was Franklin Roosevelt’s new conception of the social contract? 
 Why did Franklin Roosevelt argue that rights are to be granted by the government according to 

the social conditions of the historical moment? 
 How does this view of rights and their origin contrast with the Founders’ understanding of rights? 
 What risks might accompany such a view of rights? 
 What was Franklin Roosevelt’s Second Bill of Rights? How did these rights differ from the 

Founders’ original Bill of Rights? 
 What is the theoretical foundation for entitlement programs and viewing them as rights? 
 What is the argument that real freedom requires material security? 
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 During the New Deal, what was the new understanding of the Commerce Power? 
 How did the New Deal and Progressivism in general weaken federalism? 
 What were the ideological and practical components of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society? 
 What was the war on poverty? 
 What is the welfare state? What are the advantages and disadvantages of its programs? 

 
KEYS TO THE LESSON 
 
Early Progressivism made important changes to the American constitutional order. More importantly, it 
established precedents for rearranging American institutions and increasing government activity in 
American life in a way very different from the founding principles of basic equality, liberty, and limited 
constitutional government. World War I put a pause on the Progressives’ optimistic view of human nature 
and enlightened government. Calvin Coolidge’s limited government policies of the 1920s and the buoyed 
economic opportunity that associated them partly undercut the Progressives’ claims for federal government 
activity to address economic issues. The Great Depression, however, allowed a second generation of 
Progressives to expand and cement the Progressive view of government in the American order. Students 
should understand how the New Deal addressed the crises of the Great Depression while expanding the size 
and power of the federal government. Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society in the 1960s expanded further on 
the New Deal and World War II’s growth in government administration and regulation by establishing 
larger welfare and other social programs. Johnson, moreover, attempted to expand once more the purposes 
of government, this time beyond the equal protection of rights of the founding and beyond the economic 
concerns of the early Progressives and the New Deal. For the Great Society, personal human fulfillment 
through government and social action was introduced as the new end of government. 
 
Teachers might best plan and teach the New Deal and the Great Society with emphasis on the following 
approaches: 
 
 Clarify for students that the chief long-term consequence of the New Deal was the expansion and 

formalization of the administrative state, its bureaucratic agencies and employees, and its 
extensive role in American life. Students should understand that Roosevelt justified such an 
aggressive political shift as a response to the Great Depression. By greatly expanding and centrally 
organizing many new aspects of government, the New Deal cemented the idea of government as 
expert administration. As Roosevelt said in his “Commonwealth Club Address,” the day of 
“enlightened administration” had arrived.   

 Emphasize that Roosevelt saw the power of government not merely as a guarantor of the freedom 
to exercise natural rights but as actually guaranteeing economic conditions and assuring new 
economic rights. New entitlement programs guaranteed certain benefits to groups or segments of 
the population, and implied that individuals have a right to such government entitlements just as 
or even more important than their natural rights. Roosevelt argued (in his “Second Bill of Rights” 
speech) that the old rights guaranteed in the Constitution were inadequate and that America 
required a new economic bill of rights to guarantee employment, housing, medical care, social 
security, education, and even recreation. These ideas would inform future political debates over 
several decades. 

 Note for students the effect that the New Deal had on federalism and the separation of powers. 
While the courts at first attempted to uphold limits on the powers of the federal government (by 
rejecting, for instance, attempts to delegate power to the bureaucracy), by the end of the New Deal 
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the Supreme Court had abandoned attempts to restrict such limits, granting Congress vast 
authority to legislate about anything that pertained to economic activity. And in expanding its 
delegations of power to the bureaucracy, Congress in turn expanded the federal government’s 
power to regulate those activities. 

 Introduce the Great Society as the third phase of Progressivism, and the bridge to contemporary 
political movements. Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society sought to broaden the focus of 
Progressivism while maintaining its views on rights and the purpose and methods of government. 
Government was not merely meant to preserve rights (as the Founders asserted), or even to 
achieve economic equality and fulfillment (as in early Progressivism and the New Deal). Taking 
Progressivism a step further, the Great Society sought to use government to achieve a kind of 
human fulfillment for groups of people. And it sought to bring government action to areas 
previously not the realm of the federal government, such as public education.  

 It is worth noting for students that although Johnson’s rhetoric hinted at a spiritual nature and 
spiritual ends to the political body and government, his actions stayed for the most part in the 
realm of economics, for example in the great expansions of welfare programs such as Medicare 
and Medicaid. Johnson’s rhetoric did attempt, however, to tap into and give voice to the cultural 
changes that would overtake the progressive movement in the 1960s and subsequent decades. The 
Great Society launched the federal government’s expanded involvement in race relations, 
education, and the environment.  

 While worth mentioning the role of the judiciary, especially the Warren Court, in facilitating the 
Great Society, a closer study of some key cases related to the Great Society and underlying cultural 
changes is reserved for Unit 8. 
 

STRENGTHENING UNDERSTANDING: POST-LESSON ASSIGNMENT 
 

Assignment: Explain the ways in which the New Deal and the Great Society each expanded the 
administrative state and the philosophical and moral precepts Franklin Roosevelt and Lyndon 
Johnson cited in doing so (3–4 paragraphs). 
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Lesson 4 — Constitutionalist Reponses to Progressivism  
 

2-3 classes 
LESSON PREVIEW 
 
Students learn about the various ways that advocates for the old constitutional order—who employed 
what came to be called an originalist interpretation of the Constitution—responded to the various 
arguments and policies of Progressivism, especially since the New Deal and the Great Society. 
 
ONLINE COURSES FOR TEACHERS | Online.Hillsdale.edu 
 

Constitution 201    Lecture 10 
 
PRIMARY SOURCES 
 
Students are to read or, if they have previously read, review the following primary sources. While reading, 
students should annotate these sources. For particularly challenging texts or if the class is offered earlier in 
high school, the teacher may wish to provide students with guided reading questions to assist with 
comprehension, clarity, and direction. Using their annotations and any guided reading questions, students 
should come to class prepared to participate in a seminar conversation on each text. 
 

“The Inspiration of the Declaration,” Calvin Coolidge 
“A Time for Choosing,” Ronald Reagan 
First Inaugural Address, Ronald Reagan      

 
TERMS AND TOPICS 
 

traditionalism 
libertarianism 
the conservative movement 
neoconservatism 
Reaganism 

constitutional conservatism 
populism 
nationalism 

 

 
QUESTIONS FOR THE AMERICAN MIND 
 
 For all of the following: what were their origins, how do they attempt to answer Progressivism, 

how are they distinct from one another, how might the Founders respond to them, what are their 
shortcomings? 

̵ originalism 
̵ traditionalism 
̵ libertarianism 
̵ the conservative movement 
̵ neoconservatism  

̵ Reaganism 
̵ constitutional conservatism 
̵ populism 
̵ nationalism
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KEYS TO THE LESSON 
 
Help students to understand the multifaceted and varied responses to Progressivism by constitutionalists 
and those who later came to be called conservatives. Students do not need to spend very much time with 
each of the various types of conservatism, but students should be asked how each kind of conservatism 
compares to America’s founding principles, both philosophically and in government, as well as to 
Progressivism. Since many of these responses claim to “conserve” the American founding and seek the 
original meaning of the Constitution, as opposed to a “living” Constitution, this is an appropriate question 
to consider when studying these ideas. 
 
Teachers might best plan and teach Constitutionalist Responses to Progressivism with emphasis on the 
following approaches: 
 
 Share with students the extent to which each constitutionalist or conservative movement claimed 

to adhere to all or specific parts of the American founding, particularly through appeals to the 
Declaration of Independence and an originalist reading of the Constitution. 

 Read with students Calvin Coolidge’s “The Inspiration of the Declaration” speech on the one 
hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence, and consider 
his description of the moral and intellectual grounding of the Declaration, in particular his 
statement that “If all men are created equal, that is final. If they are endowed with inalienable 
rights, that is final. If governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed, that 
is final. No advance, no progress can be made beyond these propositions.” 

 Explain to students that the general tension within conservatism tend to concern the degree to 
which government is used to secure, encourage, or achieve constitutional principles, economic 
liberty, and the common good. 

 Help students understand that libertarians view the purpose of government in the most limited 
sense: to securing the rule of law and economic contracts while permitting most other activities, 
regardless of their morality, so long as they do not immediately harm another.  

 Explain how the modern conservative movement had its origins in the thought and work of 
William F. Buckley, who was critical of the New Deal and of modern liberalism in general as 
being secular and destructive of the non-governmental intermediary institutions of society, such 
as churches, fraternal organizations, and the family. After the Great Society, new groups of 
conservatives expanded these ideas in to a broader movement. One group called 
neoconservatives, who had previously been progressive or liberals, emerged as critics of the 
welfare state and the liberalization of social policy, and advocates of a strong American foreign 
policy. Another group of more religious conservatives, referred to as the New Right, were 
especially concerned about social issues arising out of government policies (particularly as driven 
by the Supreme Court) regarding abortion and the rise of secularism.   

 Consider with students Ronald Reagan’s ability to combine free-market economic concerns, the 
new concerns of the social effects of modern liberalism on American society, and concerns about 
America’s national security (especially in the midst of the Cold War). This new consensus about 
conservatism sought to decrease the size of government (especially the federal government and its 
role in America’s economy) and reestablish Constitutional limits (especially to revive federalism) 
while asserting American principles and national strength on the world stage. 

 A particular interest of conservatism was to return the country to a proper understanding of 
American constitutionalism, which meant in general a respect and appreciation for the 
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accomplishments of the American founding, its grounding in the principles of the Declaration of 
Independence, and its establishment of the rule of law and the forms of constitutional 
government. There was a particular emphasis on abiding by the Constitution as a ruling 
expression of the consent of the governed, and this brought prominence to the appointment of 
judges and how they should be guided by the original meaning of the Constitution rather than 
reading the Constitution as a “living” document that evolves with time.    

 Over several decades, constitutionalism and conservatism have debated how core principles apply 
to contemporary political circumstances and more recently have begun to emphasize secure 
borders, economic nationalism, a moral outlook reflective of the founding generation, and an 
American-centric foreign policy as policy manifestations of those principles. 

 
STRENGTHENING UNDERSTANDING: POST-LESSON ASSIGNMENT 
 

Assignment: Outline the major constitutionalist or conservative positions and how they attempt 
to answer Progressivism and claim to adhere to the American founding (2–3 paragraphs). 
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Study Guide — Progressivism and the State Test 
 

Unit 5 
 

Test on    
TERMS AND TOPICS 
 
Explain each of the following and the context in which it was discussed during this unit’s lessons. 
 
Progressivism 
relativism 
government activism 
special interests 
monopolies  
direct democracy 
living Constitution 
expertise 
administration 
administrative state 
bureaucracy 

delegation 
16th Amendment 
17th Amendment 
18th Amendment 
The New Deal 
Second Bill of Rights 
Commerce Power 
Japanese internment  
Great Society 
war on poverty 
welfare 

welfare state 
traditionalism 
libertarianism 
fusionism 
the conservative movement 
neoconservatism 
Reaganism 
constitutional conservatism 
populism 
nationalism 
 

 
PRIMARY SOURCES 
 
Explain the main arguments in each of the following sources and the significance of each to understanding 
Progressivism. 
 
“What Is Progress?” Woodrow Wilson   
Liberalism and Social Action, John Dewey 
“The New Nationalism,” Theodore Roosevelt 
War Message to Congress, Woodrow Wilson 
Fourteen Points, Woodrow Wilson  
“Leaders of Men” Woodrow Wilson 
“The Study of Administration,” Woodrow Wilson 
“Commonwealth Club Address,” Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
Annual Message to Congress, 1941, Franklin Delano Roosevelt   
Annual Message to Congress, 1944, Franklin Delano Roosevelt   
Commencement Address at the University of Michigan, Lyndon Johnson    
“The Inspiration of the Declaration,” Calvin Coolidge 
“A Time for Choosing,” Ronald Reagan 
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QUESTIONS FOR THE AMERICAN MIND 
 
Based on notes from lessons and seminar conversations, answer each of the following. 
 
Lesson 1 | Criticism of the Declaration of Independence 
 
□ How did Progressives explain their argument that human nature, truth, and politics were inevitably 

evolving and improving over the course of history? 
□ How and why did the Progressives reject the Declaration of Independence, natural rights, and social 

contract theory? 
□ What were the Progressives’ conceptions of freedom, equality, and justice? 
□ Why and in what ways did Progressives claim that the individual person’s identity and will are bound 

up with the State? 
□ What did Progressives mean by equality? Why did they believe that creating equality of opportunity 

and treating everyone with equal dignity necessitated greater activism from government? 
□ How did Progressives critique individualism and the power of special interests, monopolies, and the 

wealthy in politics? 
□ What social reforms did Progressives pursue to deal with problems of urbanization and 

industrialization? 
□ Why did Progressives approach foreign affairs with the expectation that the world would become 

freer and more peaceful with the spread of democracy and international institutions? 
 
Lesson 2 | Politics, Leadership, and the Administrative State 
 
□ In what ways did Progressives critique the Constitution as being too slow, mechanical, and at odds 

with itself? 
□ For what reasons did Progressives insist upon an “organic” constitutional arrangement that more 

easily allows the government to carry out the general will of the people? 
□ What were Progressives’ early arguments for a “living Constitution”? 
□ Why did the Progressives critique the separation of powers and checks and balances? 
□ Why did Progressives believe that many of the Founders’ worries over the dangers of tyranny, and 

majority tyranny, were outdated and thus that limits and checks on the government’s power were 
outdated? 

□ In what ways did Progressives promote direct democracy? 
□ What was government by expertise and why did the Progressives insist upon it? 
□ In what sense did Progressives argue that many political questions were essentially noncontroversial 

and called for technical, nonpartisan guidance? 
□ In what sense did Progressives believe that the main problems in politics stemmed from special 

interests and the prejudices of the people? 
□ How could these interests and prejudices be overcome by an administrative state insulated from the 

sway of politics that could enact the people’s true will? 
□ How did Progressives try to replace partisan competition, political deliberation, and interest group 

bargaining with good management? 
□ How does the administrative bureaucracy often claim the formerly separated legislative, executive, 

and judicial branches all for itself? 
□ How has Congress delegated its legislative power to the administrative state? 
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□ How have independent regulatory agencies gained and wielded unchecked power outside the direct 
control of the executive branch? 

□ How did Progressives reframe the president as a visionary, rhetorical, and partisan leader who sets the 
legislative agenda and guides general legislation through Congress—legislation that usually delegates 
legislative, executive, and even judicial power to bureaucratic agencies? 

 
Lesson 3 | The New Deal and the Great Society 
 
□ What was Franklin Roosevelt’s new conception of the social contract? 
□ Why did Franklin Roosevelt argue that rights are to be granted by the government according to the 

social conditions of the historical moment? 
□ How does this view of rights and their origin differ from the Founders’ understanding of rights? 
□ Beyond whether this is true, what great risk does such a view of rights imply (consider the case of 

Japanese internment)? 
□ What was Franklin Roosevelt’s Second Bill of Rights? How did those rights differ from the Founders’ 

original Bill of Rights? 
□ What is the theoretical foundation for entitlements and viewing them as rights? 
□ What is the argument that real freedom requires material security? 
□ During the New Deal, what was the new understanding of the Commerce Power? 
□ How did the New Deal and Progressivism in general weaken federalism? 
□ What were the ideological and practical components of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society? 
□ What was the war on poverty? 
□ What is the welfare state? 
 
Lesson 4 | Constitutionalist Responses to Progressivism 
 
□ For all of the following, what were their origins, how do they attempt to answer Progressivism, and 

how are they distinct from one another: 
̵ traditionalism 
̵ libertarianism 
̵ the conservative movement 
̵ neoconservatism  
̵ Reaganism 
̵ constitutional conservatism 
̵ populism 
̵ nationalism 
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Name          Date    
 
Test — Progressivism and the State 

 
Unit 5 

TERMS AND TOPICS 
 
Explain each of the following and the context in which it was discussed during this unit’s lessons. 
 
1. government activism 
 
 
2. special interests 
 
 
3. direct democracy 
 
 
4. expertise 
 
 
5. administration 
 
 
6. bureaucracy 
 
 
7. delegation 
 
 
8. 17th Amendment 
 
 
9. Second Bill of Rights 
 
 
10. Commerce Power 
 
 
11. Great Society 
 
 
12. welfare state 
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13. libertarianism 
 
 
14. constitutional conservatism 

 
 

15. populism 
   
 
 
PRIMARY SOURCES 
 
Explain the main arguments in each of the following sources and the significance of each to understanding 
Progressivism. 
 
16. “What Is Progress?” Woodrow Wilson 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
17. “Commonwealth Club Address,” Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
18. Annual Message to Congress, 1944, Franklin Delano Roosevelt  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
19. Commencement Address at the University of Michigan, Lyndon Johnson    
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Hillsdale 1776 Curriculum                           Unit 5 | Progressivism and the State 
 

30 
Copyright © 2022 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

20. “A Time for Choosing,” Ronald Reagan 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS FOR THE AMERICAN MIND 
 
Answer each of the following. Complete sentences are not necessary, but correct spelling and writing should 
be employed, and responses must fully answer each question. 
 
21. How did Progressives explain their argument that human nature, truth, and politics were inevitably 

evolving and improving over the course of history? 
 
 
 
22. How and why did the Progressives reject the Declaration of Independence, natural rights, and social 

contract theory? 
 
 
 
23. Why and in what ways did Progressives claim that the individual person’s identity and will are bound 

up with the State? 
 
 
 
24. What did Progressives mean by equality? Why did they believe that creating equality of opportunity 

and treating everyone with equal dignity necessitated greater activism from government? 
 
 
 
25. How did Progressives critique individualism and the power of special interests, monopolies, and the 

wealthy in politics? 
 
 
 
26. Why did Progressives approach foreign affairs with the expectation that the world would become 

freer and more peaceful with the spread of democracy and international institutions? 
 
 
 
 
 



The Hillsdale 1776 Curriculum                           Unit 5 | Progressivism and the State 
 

31 
Copyright © 2022 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

27. What were Progressives’ early arguments for a “living Constitution”? 
 
 
 
28. Why did the Progressives critique the separation of powers and checks and balances? 
 
 
 
29. Why did Progressives believe that many of the Founders’ worries over the dangers of tyranny, and 

majority tyranny, were outdated and thus that limits and checks on the government’s power were 
outdated? 

 
 
 
30. What was government by expertise, and why did the Progressives insist upon it? 
 
 
 
31. How has Congress delegated its legislative power to the administrative state? 
 
 
 
32. Why did Franklin Roosevelt argue that rights are to be granted by the government according to the 

social conditions of the historical moment? 
 
 
 
33. How did the New Deal and Progressivism in general weaken federalism? 
 
 
 
34. What were the ideological and practical components of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society? 
 
 
 
35. What were the origins of Reaganism, and how did it attempt to answer Progressivism? 
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Writing Assignment — Progressivism and the State 
 

Unit 5 
 

Due on     
DIRECTIONS 
 
Citing primary sources and conversations from class in your argument, write a 500–800-word essay 
answering the question: 
 
 

Citing primary sources and changes in policies and institutions, how did the early 
Progressives, the New Deal, and the Great Society each critique the principles and 
governing structures established at the American founding?* 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*A previous version presumed that students would cite sources. This is now explicit. 
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Woodrow Wilson 
 

Charles Merriam 
 

Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. 
 

John Dewey 
 

Theodore Roosevelt 
 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
 

Lyndon Johnson 
 

Calvin Coolidge 
 

Ronald Reagan 
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GOVERNOR WOODROW WILSON (D-NJ) 

What is Progress? 
SPEECH 

1912 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Woodrow Wilson delivered versions of this speech on several occasions during his campaign for the 
presidency in 1912. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What conditions does Wilson say compel him to be a progressive? 
 

2. According to Wilson, what is "change," and when is it worthwhile? 
 

3. Why does Wilson prefer that young men be unlike their fathers, and what does this have to do 
with his notions of patriotism and progress? 

 
4. What value does Wilson place upon the past and traditions, and what happens to them as 

progress is made? 
 

5. What is the Newtonian Theory with respect to the Constitution, and why does Wilson say that 
the Darwinian Theory is preferable? 

 
6. According to Wilson, what does the Declaration of Independence have to say about questions at 

the time of the Founding and about questions of today? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
Woodrow Wilson, "What is Progress?" in The New Freedom (New York: Doubleday, Page, and Company, 1913), 33-54. 
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In that sage and veracious chronicle, "Alice Through the Looking-Glass," it is recounted 

how, on a noteworthy occasion, the little heroine is seized by the Red Chess Queen, who 

races her off at a terrific pace. They run until both of them are out of breath; then they stop, 

and Alice looks around her and says, "Why, we are just where we were when we started!" 

"Oh, yes," says the Red Queen; "you have to run twice as fast as that to get anywhere else." 5 

That is a parable of progress. The laws of this country have not kept up with the change of 

economic circumstances in this country; they have not kept up with the change of political 

circumstances; and therefore we are not even where we were when we started. We shall 

have to run, not until we are out of breath, but until we have caught up with our own con-

ditions, before we shall be where we were when we started; when we started this great ex-10 

periment which has been the hope and the beacon of the world. And we should have to run 

twice as fast as any rational program I have seen in order to get anywhere else. 

I am, therefore, forced to be a progressive, if for no other reason, because we have not kept 

up with our changes of conditions, either in the economic field or in the political field. We 

have not kept up as well as other nations have. We have not kept our practices adjusted to 15 

the facts of the case, and until we do, and unless we do, the facts of the case will always have 

the better of the argument; because if you do not adjust your laws to the facts, so much the 

worse for the laws, not for the facts, because law trails along after the facts. Only that law is 

unsafe which runs ahead of the facts and beckons to it and makes it follow the will-o'-the-

wisps of imaginative projects. 20 

Business is in a situation in America which it was never in before; it is in a situation to 

which we have not adjusted our laws. Our laws are still meant for business done by indi-

viduals; they have not been satisfactorily adjusted to business done by great combinations, 

and we have got to adjust them. I do not say we may or may not; I say we must; there is no 

choice. If your laws do not fit your facts, the facts are not injured, the law is damaged; be-25 

cause the law, unless I have studied it amiss, is the expression of the facts in legal relation-

ships. Laws have never altered the facts; laws have always necessarily expressed the facts; 

adjusted interests as they have arisen and have changed toward one another. 
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Politics in America is in a case which sadly requires attention. The system set up by our law 

and our usage doesn't work,—or at least it can't be depended on; it is made to work only by 

a most unreasonable expenditure of labor and pains. The government, which was designed 

for the people, has got into the hands of bosses and their employers, the special interests. 

An invisible empire has been set up above the forms of democracy. 5 

There are serious things to do. Does any man doubt the great discontent in this country? 

Does any man doubt that there are grounds and justifications for discontent? Do we dare 

stand still? Within the past few months we have witnessed (along with other strange polit-

ical phenomena, eloquently significant of popular uneasiness) on one side a doubling of 

the Socialist vote and on the other the posting on dead walls and hoardings all over the 10 

country of certain very attractive and diverting bills warning citizens that it was "better to 

be safe than sorry" and advising them to "let well enough alone." Apparently a good many 

citizens doubted whether the situation they were advised to let alone was really well enough, 

and concluded that they would take a chance of being sorry. To me, these counsels of do-

nothingism, these counsels of sitting still for fear something would happen, these counsels 15 

addressed to the hopeful, energetic people of the United States, telling them that they are 

not wise enough to touch their own affairs without marring them, constitute the most ex-

traordinary argument of fatuous ignorance I ever heard. Americans are not yet cowards. 

True, their self-reliance has been sapped by years of submission to the doctrine that pros-

perity is something that benevolent magnates provide for them with the aid of the govern-20 

ment; their self-reliance has been weakened, but not so utterly destroyed that you can twit 

them about it. The American people are not naturally stand-patters. Progress is the word 

that charms their ears and stirs their hearts. 

There are, of course, Americans who have not yet heard that anything is going on. The 

circus might come to town, have the big parade and go, without their catching a sight of 25 

the camels or a note of the calliope. There are people, even Americans, who never move 

themselves or know that anything else is moving. 
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A friend of mine who had heard of the Florida "cracker," as they call a certain ne'er-do-well 

portion of the population down there, when passing through the State in a train, asked 

some one to point out a "cracker" to him. The man asked replied, "Well, if you see some-

thing off in the woods that looks brown, like a stump, you will know it is either a stump or 

a cracker; if it moves, it is a stump." 5 

Now, movement has no virtue in itself. Change is not worth while for its own sake. I am 

not one of those who love variety for its own sake. If a thing is good today, I should like to 

have it stay that way tomorrow. Most of our calculations in life are dependent upon things 

staying the way they are. For example, if, when you got up this morning, you had forgotten 

how to dress, if you had forgotten all about those ordinary things which you do almost 10 

automatically, which you can almost do half awake, you would have to find out what you 

did yesterday. I am told by the psychologists that if I did not remember who I was yesterday, 

I should not know who I am today, and that, therefore, my very identity depends upon my 

being able to tally today with yesterday. If they do not tally, then I am confused; I do not 

know who I am, and I have to go around and ask somebody to tell me my name and where 15 

I came from. 

I am not one of those who wish to break connection with the past; I am not one of those 

who wish to change for the mere sake of variety. The only men who do that are the men 

who want to forget something, the men who filled yesterday with something they would 

rather not recollect today, and so go about seeking diversion, seeking abstraction in some-20 

thing that will blot out recollection, or seeking to put something into them which will blot 

out all recollection. Change is not worth while unless it is improvement. If I move out of 

my present house because I do not like it, then I have got to choose a better house, or build 

a better house, to justify the change. 

It would seem a waste of time to point out that ancient distinction,—between mere change 25 

and improvement. Yet there is a class of mind that is prone to confuse them. We have had 

political leaders whose conception of greatness was to be forever frantically doing some-
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thing,—it mattered little what; restless, vociferous men, without sense of the energy of con-

centration, knowing only the energy of succession. Now, life does not consist of eternally 

running to a fire. There is no virtue in going anywhere unless you will gain something by 

being there. The direction is just as important as the impetus of motion. 

All progress depends on how fast you are going, and where you are going, and I fear there 5 

has been too much of this thing of knowing neither how fast we were going or where we 

were going. I have my private belief that we have been doing most of our progressiveness 

after the fashion of those things that in my boyhood days we called "treadmills,"—a tread-

mill being a moving platform, with cleats on it, on which some poor devil of a mule was 

forced to walk forever without getting anywhere. Elephants and even other animals have 10 

been known to turn treadmills, making a good deal of noise, and causing certain wheels to 

go round, and I daresay grinding out some sort of product for somebody, but without 

achieving much progress. Lately, in an effort to persuade the elephant to move, really, his 

friends tried dynamite. It moved,—in separate and scattered parts, but it moved. 

A cynical but witty Englishman said, in a book, not long ago, that it was a mistake to say of 15 

a conspicuously successful man, eminent in his line of business, that you could not bribe a 

man like that, because, he said, the point about such men is that they have been bribed—

not in the ordinary meaning of that word, not in any gross, corrupt sense, but they have 

achieved their great success by means of the existing order of things and therefore they 

have been put under bonds to see that that existing order of things is not changed; they are 20 

bribed to maintain the status quo. 

It was for that reason that I used to say, when I had to do with the administration of an 

educational institution, that I should like to make the young gentlemen of the rising gen-

eration as unlike their fathers as possible. Not because their fathers lacked character or in-

telligence or knowledge or patriotism, but because their fathers, by reason of their advanc-25 

ing years and their established position in society, had lost touch with the processes of life; 

they had forgotten what it was to begin; they had forgotten what it was to rise; they had 

forgotten what it was to be dominated by the circumstances of their life on their way up 
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from the bottom to the top, and, therefore, they were out of sympathy with the creative, 

formative and progressive forces of society. 

Progress! Did you ever reflect that that word is almost a new one? No word comes more 

often or more naturally to the lips of modern man, as if the thing it stands for were almost 

synonymous with life itself, and yet men through many thousand years never talked or 5 

thought of progress. They thought in the other direction. Their stories of heroisms and 

glory were tales of the past. The ancestor wore the heavier armor and carried the larger 

spear. "There were giants in those days." Now all that has altered. We think of the future, 

not the past, as the more glorious time in comparison with which the present is nothing. 

Progress, development,—those are modern words. The modern idea is to leave the past and 10 

press onward to something new. 

But what is progress going to do with the past, and with the present? How is it going to 

treat them? With ignominy, or respect? Should it break with them altogether, or rise out of 

them, with its roots still deep in the older time? What attitude shall progressives take to-

ward the existing order, toward those institutions of conservatism, the Constitution, the 15 

laws, and the courts? 

Are those thoughtful men who fear that we are now about to disturb the ancient founda-

tions of our institutions justified in their fear? If they are, we ought to go very slowly about 

the processes of change. If it is indeed true that we have grown tired of the institutions 

which we have so carefully and sedulously built up, then we ought to go very slowly and 20 

very carefully about the very dangerous task of altering them. We ought, therefore, to ask 

ourselves, first of all, whether thought in this country is tending to do anything by which 

we shall retrace our steps, or by which we shall change the whole direction of our develop-

ment? 

I believe, for one, that you cannot tear up ancient rootages and safely plant the tree of liberty 25 

in soil which is not native to it. I believe that the ancient traditions of a people are its ballast; 

you cannot make a tabula rasa upon which to write a political program. You cannot take a 

new sheet of paper and determine what your life shall be tomorrow. You must knit the new 
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into the old. You cannot put a new patch on an old garment without ruining it; it must be 

not a patch, but something woven into the old fabric, of practically the same pattern, of the 

same texture and intention. If I did not believe that to be progressive was to preserve the 

essentials of our institutions, I for one could not be a progressive. 

One of the chief benefits I used to derive from being president of a university was that I had 5 

the pleasure of entertaining thoughtful men from all over the world. I cannot tell you how 

much has dropped into my granary by their presence. I had been casting around in my 

mind for something by which to draw several parts of my political thought together when 

it was my good fortune to entertain a very interesting Scotsman who had been devoting 

himself to the philosophical thought of the seventeenth century. His talk was so engaging 10 

that it was delightful to hear him speak of anything, and presently there came out of the 

unexpected region of his thought the thing I had been waiting for. He called my attention 

to the fact that in every generation all sorts of speculation and thinking tend to fall under 

the formula of the dominant thought of the age. For example, after the Newtonian Theory 

of the universe had been developed, almost all thinking tended to express itself in the anal-15 

ogies of the Newtonian Theory, and since the Darwinian Theory has reigned amongst us, 

everybody is likely to express whatever he wishes to expound in terms of development and 

accommodation to environment. 

Now, it came to me, as this interesting man talked, that the Constitution of the United 

States had been made under the dominion of the Newtonian Theory. You have only to read 20 

the papers of The Federalist to see that fact written on every page. They speak of the "checks 

and balances" of the Constitution, and use to express their idea the simile of the organiza-

tion of the universe, and particularly of the solar system,—how by the attraction of gravi-

tation the various parts are held in their orbits; and then they proceed to represent Con-

gress, the Judiciary, and the President as a sort of imitation of the solar system. 25 
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They were only following the English Whigs, who gave Great Britain its modern constitu-

tion. Not that those Englishmen analyzed the matter, or had any theory about it; English-

men care little for theories. It was a Frenchman, Montesquieu, who pointed out to them 

how faithfully they had copied Newton's description of the mechanism of the heavens. 

The makers of our Federal Constitution read Montesquieu with true scientific enthusiasm. 5 

They were scientists in their way,—the best way of their age,—those fathers of the nation. 

Jefferson wrote of "the laws of Nature,"—and then by way of afterthought,—"and of Na-

ture's God." And they constructed a government as they would have constructed an or-

rery,—to display the laws of nature. Politics in their thought was a variety of mechanics. 

The Constitution was founded on the law of gravitation. The government was to exist and 10 

move by virtue of the efficacy of "checks and balances." 

The trouble with the theory is that government is not a machine, but a living thing. It falls, 

not under the theory of the universe, but under the theory of organic life. It is accountable 

to Darwin, not to Newton. It is modified by its environment, necessitated by its tasks, 

shaped to its functions by the sheer pressure of life. No living thing can have its organs 15 

offset against each other, as checks, and live. On the contrary, its life is dependent upon 

their quick cooperation, their ready response to the commands of instinct or intelligence, 

their amicable community of purpose. Government is not a body of blind forces; it is a 

body of men, with highly differentiated functions, no doubt, in our modern day, of special-

ization, with a common task and purpose. Their cooperation is indispensable, their warfare 20 

fatal. There can be no successful government without the intimate, instinctive coordination 

of the organs of life and action. This is not theory, but fact, and displays its force as fact, 

whatever theories may be thrown across its track. Living political constitutions must be 

Darwinian in structure and in practice. Society is a living organism and must obey the laws 

of life, not of mechanics; it must develop. 25 

All that progressives ask or desire is permission—in an era when "development," "evolu-

tion," is the scientific word—to interpret the Constitution according to the Darwinian prin-

ciple; all they ask is recognition of the fact that a nation is a living thing and not a machine. 
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Some citizens of this country have never got beyond the Declaration of Independence, 

signed in Philadelphia, July 4th, 1776. Their bosoms swell against George III, but they have 

no consciousness of the war for freedom that is going on today. 

The Declaration of Independence did not mention the questions of our day. It is of no 

consequence to us unless we can translate its general terms into examples of the present 5 

day and substitute them in some vital way for the examples it itself gives, so concrete, so 

intimately involved in the circumstances of the day in which it was conceived and written. 

It is an eminently practical document, meant for the use of practical men; not a thesis for 

philosophers, but a whip for tyrants; not a theory of government, but a program of action. 

Unless we can translate it into the questions of our own day, we are not worthy of it, we are 10 

not the sons of the sires who acted in response to its challenge. 

What form does the contest between tyranny and freedom take today? What is the special 

form of tyranny we now fight? How does it endanger the rights of the people, and what do 

we mean to do in order to make our contest against it effectual? What are to be the items 

of our new declaration of independence? 15 

By tyranny, as we now fight it, we mean control of the law, of legislation and adjudication, 

by organizations which do not represent the people, by means which are private and selfish. 

We mean, specifically, the conduct of our affairs and the shaping of our legislation in the 

interest of special bodies of capital and those who organize their use. We mean the alliance, 

for this purpose, of political machines with selfish business. We mean the exploitation of 20 

the people by legal and political means. We have seen many of our governments under 

these influences cease to be representative governments, cease to be governments repre-

sentative of the people, and become governments representative of special interests, con-

trolled by machines, which in their turn are not controlled by the people. 

Sometimes, when I think of the growth of our economic system, it seems to me as if, leaving 25 

our law just about where it was before any of the modern inventions or developments took 

place, we had simply at haphazard extended the family residence, added an office here and 
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a workroom there, and a new set of sleeping rooms there, built up higher on our founda-

tions, and put out little lean-tos on the side, until we have a structure that has no character 

whatever. Now, the problem is to continue to live in the house and yet change it. 

Well, we are architects in our time, and our architects are also engineers. We don't have to 

stop using a railroad terminal because a new station is being built. We don't have to stop 5 

any of the processes of our lives because we are rearranging the structures in which we 

conduct those processes. What we have to undertake is to systematize the foundations of 

the house, then to thread all the old parts of the structure with the steel which will be laced 

together in modern fashion, accommodated to all the modern knowledge of structural 

strength and elasticity, and then slowly change the partitions, relay the walls, let in the light 10 

through new apertures, improve the ventilation; until finally, a generation or two from 

now, the scaffolding will be taken away, and there will be the family in a great building 

whose noble architecture will at last be disclosed, where men can live as a single commu-

nity, cooperative as in a perfected, coordinated beehive, not afraid of any storm of nature, 

not afraid of any artificial storm, any imitation of thunder and lightning, knowing that the 15 

foundations go down to the bedrock of principle, and knowing that whenever they please 

they can change that plan again and accommodate it as they please to the altering necessi-

ties of their lives. 

But there are a great many men who don't like the idea. Some wit recently said, in view of 

the fact that most of our American architects are trained in a certain École in Paris, that all 20 

American architecture in recent years was either bizarre or "Beaux Arts." I think that our 

economic architecture is decidedly bizarre; and I am afraid that there is a good deal to learn 

about matters other than architecture from the same source from which our architects have 

learned a great many things. I don't mean the School of Fine Arts at Paris, but the experi-

ence of France; for from the other side of the water men can now hold up against us the 25 

reproach that we have not adjusted our lives to modern conditions to the same extent that 

they have adjusted theirs. I was very much interested in some of the reasons given by our 

friends across the Canadian border for being very shy about the reciprocity arrangements. 

They said: "We are not sure whither these arrangements will lead, and we don't care to 
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associate too closely with the economic conditions of the United States until those condi-

tions are as modern as ours." And when I resented it, and asked for particulars, I had, in 

regard to many matters, to retire from the debate. Because I found that they had adjusted 

their regulations of economic development to conditions we had not yet found a way to 

meet in the United States. 5 

Well, we have started now at all events. The procession is under way. The stand-patter 

doesn't know there is a procession. He is asleep in the back part of his house. He doesn't 

know that the road is resounding with the tramp of men going to the front. And when he 

wakes up, the country will be empty. He will be deserted, and he will wonder what has 

happened. Nothing has happened. The world has been going on. The world has a habit of 10 

going on. The world has a habit of leaving those behind who won't go with it. The world 

has always neglected stand-patters. And, therefore, the stand-patter does not excite my in-

dignation; he excites my sympathy. He is going to be so lonely before it is all over. And we 

are good fellows, we are good company; why doesn't he come along? We are not going to 

do him any harm. We are going to show him a good time. We are going to climb the slow 15 

road until it reaches some upland where the air is fresher, where the whole talk of mere 

politicians is stilled, where men can look in each other's faces and see that there is nothing 

to conceal, that all they have to talk about they are willing to talk about in the open and talk 

about with each other; and whence, looking back over the road, we shall see at last that we 

have fulfilled our promise to mankind. We had said to all the world, "America was created 20 

to break every kind of monopoly, and to set men free, upon a footing of equality, upon a 

footing of opportunity, to match their brains and their energies." and now we have proved 

that we meant it. 

 



 
The Hillsdale 1776 Curriculum                      American Government and Politics 

High School 

 

1 
Copyright © 2021 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

CHARLES MERRIAM 

“Recent Tendencies” 
CHAPTER EXCERPTS FROM A HISTORY OF AMERICAN POLITICAL THEORIES 

1903 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
University of Chicago political science professor Charles Merriam surveyed the historical development of 
American political principles and the new progressive ideas in his 1903 book A History of American 
Political Theories. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. How does Merriam characterize the new group of political theorists that appeared in the last half 
of the 19th century? 

 
2. Why did Francis Lieber claim that the "state of nature" had no basis in fact? 

 
3. Why was John Burgess strongly opposed to the idea of the social contract? 

 
4. What is the origin of the state according to these new political theorists? 

 
5. What is the new idea of liberty formulated by these new political theorists? 

 
6. What is the purpose of the state according to these new political theorists? 

 
7. What are the ends of the state according to Burgess, and how are they to be achieved? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
Charles E. Merriam, A History of American Political Theories (London: MacMillan, 1903), 305-33. 



“Recent Tendencies” 
Charles Merriam 

ANNOTATIONS                    NOTES & QUESTIONS 
 

2 
Copyright © 2021 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

In the last half of the nineteenth century there appeared in the United States a group of 

political theorists differing from the earlier thinkers in respect to method and upon many 

important doctrines of political science. The new method was more systematic and scien-

tific than that which preceded it, while the results reached showed a pronounced reaction 

from the individualistic philosophy of the early years of the century. 5 

Much of the credit of the establishment of this new school belongs to Francis Lieber, a 

German scientist who came to this country in 1827 and, as an educator and author, left a 

deep impress on the political thought of America. His Manual of Political Ethics (1838–39) 

and Civil Liberty and Self-Government (1853) were the first systematic treatises on political 

science that appeared in the United States, and their influence was widespread. Following 10 

Lieber came a line of American political scientists, many of whom were trained in German 

schools, and all of whom had acquired a scientific method of discussing political phenom-

ena. Among the most conspicuous figures in the new school are Theodore Woolsey, 

whose Political Science appeared in 1877, and John W. Burgess, who wrote, in 1890, Politi-

cal Science and Comparative Constitutional Law, and a number of others who have con-15 

tributed materially to the development of the subject…. 

The doctrines of these men differ in many important respects from those earlier enter-

tained. The individualistic ideas of the “natural right” school of political theory, endorsed 

in the [American] Revolution, are discredited and repudiated. The notion that political so-

ciety and government are based upon a contract between independent individuals and that 20 

such a contract is the sole source of political obligation, is regarded as no longer tenable. 

Calhoun and his school had already abandoned this doctrine, while such men as Story had 

seen the need of extensive qualification of it. Objections to the social contract were strongly 

urged by Lieber, and were later more fully and clearly stated by others. In Lieber’s opinion, 

the “state of nature” has no basis in fact. Man is essentially a social creature, and hence no 25 

artificial means for bringing him into society need be devised. Lieber condemned the con-

tract theory as generally held, on the ground that it was both artificial and inadequate. Such 

an explanation of the origin of the state can be regarded as true only in the sense that every 

political society is composed of individuals who recognize the existence of mutual rights 
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and duties. Only in the sense that there is a general recognition of these reciprocal claims 

can we say that the state is founded on contract; and this, of course, is far from what the 

doctrine is ordinarily taken to mean. As a matter of fact, the state may originate, and has 

originated, Lieber said, in a variety of ways, as, for example, through force, fraud, consent, 

religion. 5 

Still more strongly is the opposition to the social-contract theory stated by Burgess. The 

hypothesis of an original contract to form the state is, as he reasons, wholly contrary to our 

knowledge of the historical development of political institutions. The social-contract the-

ory assumes that “the idea of the state with all its attributes is consciously present in the 

minds of the individuals proposing to constitute the state, and that the disposition to obey 10 

law is universally established.” These conditions, history shows, are not present at the be-

ginning of the political development of a people, but are the result of long growth and ex-

perience. This theory therefore cannot account for the origin of the state. Its only possible 

application is in changing the form of the state, or in the cases when a state is planted upon 

new territory by a population already politically educated. 15 

In the refusal to accept the contract theory as the basis for government, practically all the 

political scientists of note agree. The old explanation no longer seems sufficient, and is with 

practical unanimity discarded. The doctrines of natural law and natural rights have met a 

similar fate…. 

By the later thinkers the idea that men possess inherent and inalienable rights of a political 20 

or quasi-political character which are independent of the state, has been generally given up. 

It is held that these natural rights can have no other than an ethical value, and have no 

proper place in politics. “There never was, and there never can be,” says Burgess, “any lib-

erty upon this earth and among human beings, outside of state organization.” In speaking 

of natural rights, therefore, it is essential to remember that these alleged rights have no 25 

political force whatever, unless recognized and enforced by the state. It is asserted by 

Willoughby that “natural rights” could not have even a moral value in the supposed “state 
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of nature”; they would really be equivalent to force and hence have no ethical signifi-

cance…. 

The present tendency, then, in American political theory is to disregard the once dominant 

ideas of natural rights and the social contract, although it must be admitted that the politi-

cal scientists are more agreed upon this point than is the general public. The origin of the 5 

state is regarded, not as the result of a deliberate agreement among men, but as the result 

of historical development, instinctive rather than conscious; and rights are considered to 

have their source not in nature, but in law. This new point of view involves no disregard of 

or contempt for human liberty, but only a belief that the earlier explanation and philosophy 

of the state was not only false but dangerous and misleading. 10 

The modern school has, indeed, formulated a new idea of liberty, widely different from that 

taught in the early years of the Republic. The “Fathers” believed that in the original state of 

nature all men enjoy perfect liberty, that they surrender a part of this liberty in order that a 

government may be organized, and that therefore the stronger the government, the less the 

liberty remaining to the individual. Liberty is, in short, the natural and inherent right of all 15 

men; government the necessary limitation of this liberty. Calhoun and his school, as it has 

been shown, repudiated this idea, and maintained that liberty is not the natural right of all 

men, but only the reward of the races or individuals properly qualified for its possession. 

Upon this basis, slavery was defended against the charge that it was inconsistent with hu-

man freedom, and in this sense and so applied, the theory was not accepted outside the 20 

South. The mistaken application of the idea had the effect of delaying recognition of the 

truth in what had been said until the controversy over slavery was at an end. 

The Revolutionary idea of the nature of liberty was never realized in actual practice, and 

recent political events and political philosophy have combined to show that another theory 

of liberty has been generally accepted. The new doctrine is best stated by Burgess. By liberty 25 

he understands “a domain in which the individual is referred to his own will, and upon 

which government shall neither encroach itself nor permit encroachments from any other 

quarter.” Such a sphere of action is necessary for the welfare and progress both of state and 
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of individual. It is of vital importance to notice, however, that liberty is not a natural right 

which belongs to every human being without regard to the state or society under which he 

lives. On the contrary, it is logically true and may be historically demonstrated that “the 

state is the source of individual liberty.” It is the state that makes liberty possible, deter-

mines what its limits shall be, guarantees and protects it. In Burgess’s view, then, men do 5 

not begin with complete liberty and organize government by sacrificing certain parts of 

this liberty, but on the contrary they obtain liberty only through the organization of polit-

ical institutions. The state does not take away from civil liberty, but is the creator of lib-

erty—the power that makes it possible. 

Liberty, moreover, is not a right equally enjoyed by all. It is dependent upon the degree of 10 

civilization reached by the given people, and increases as this advances. The idea that liberty 

is a natural right is abandoned, and the inseparable connection between political liberty 

and political capacity is strongly emphasized. After an examination of the principle of na-

tionality, and the characteristic qualities of various nations or races, the conclusion is 

drawn that the Teutonic nations are particularly endowed with political capacity. Their 15 

mission in the world is the political civilization of mankind. 

From this as a premise are deduced further conclusions of the utmost importance. The first 

of these is that in a state composed of several nationalities, the Teutonic element should 

never surrender the balance of power to the others. Another is that the Teutonic race can 

never regard the exercise of political power as a right of man, but it must always be their 20 

policy to condition the exercise of political rights on the possession of political capacity. A 

final conclusion is that the Teutonic races must civilize the politically uncivilized. They 

must have a colonial policy. Barbaric races, if incapable, may be swept away; and such ac-

tion “violates no rights of these populations which are not petty and trifling in comparison 

with its transcendent right and duty to establish political and legal order everywhere.” On 25 

the same principle, interference with the affairs of states not wholly barbaric, but neverthe-

less incapable of effecting political organization for themselves, is fully justified. Jurisdic-

tion may be assumed over such a state, and political civilization worked out for those who 
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are unable to accomplish this unaided. This propaganda of political civilization, it is as-

serted, is not only the right and privilege, but the mission and duty, the very highest obli-

gation incumbent on the Teutonic races, including the United States. Such action is not 

unwarrantable or unjustifiable interference with the affairs of those who should rightly be 

left unmolested, but is the performance of the part marked out for the Teutonic nations in 5 

the world’s development. 

Closely related to the theory of liberty is the doctrine as to the purpose or function of the 

state. In the days of the Revolution, it was thought that the end of the political society is to 

protect the life, liberty, and property of its citizens, and beyond this nothing more. The duty 

of the state was summed up in the protection of individual rights, in harmony with the 10 

individualistic character of the philosophy of that day. In the theory of Lieber, this idea was 

broadened out, and, as he phrased it, the duty of the state is to do for man: first, what he 

cannot do alone; second, what he ought not to do alone; and third, what he will not do 

alone. In more recent times there has been in America a decided tendency to react against 

the early “protection theory” of government, and to consider that the aim of the state is not 15 

limited to the maintenance of law and order in the community and defense against foreign 

foes. In the new view, the state acts not only for the individual as such, but in the interests 

of the community as a whole. It is not limited to the negative function of preventing certain 

kinds of action, but may positively advance the general welfare by means and measures 

expressly directed to that end. This opinion is shared by such authorities as Woolsey, Bur-20 

gess, Wilson, Willoughby, and others. To these thinkers it appears that the duty of the state 

is not and cannot be limited to the protection of individual interests, but must be regarded 

as extending to acts for the advancement of the general welfare in all cases where it can 

safely act, and that the only limitations on governmental action are those dictated by expe-

rience or the needs of the time. 25 

Woolsey took the position that the state cannot be limited to restraining individuals from 

injuring each other, but may justly act positively for the general welfare. “The sphere of the 

state,” he said, “may reach as far as the nature and needs of man and of men reach”; and 

this each people decides for itself in accordance with its own peculiar conditions. In general 
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the actions of the state fall under four groups: (1) the redress of wrongs; (2) the prevention 

of wrongs; (3) a degree of care for the outward welfare of the community, as in respect to 

industry, roads, and health; (4) the cultivation of the spiritual nature, “by educating the 

religious nature, the moral sense, the taste, the intellect.” The general limitation on the 

power of the state is that there shall be no act in restraint of the individual, except where 5 

there is imperative reason for such restriction. He also enumerates a series of individual 

rights which no just government ought to take away. 

Woodrow Wilson asserts that the objects of government are the objects of organized soci-

ety. The great end for which society exists is “mutual aid to self-development,” and this 

purpose, therefore, is the proper function of government. With particular reference to 10 

modern industrial conditions, a distinction is drawn between what is termed “interference” 

on the part of the state, and what is called “regulation,” by which is meant an “equalization 

of conditions in all branches of endeavor.” The limit of state activity is that of “necessary 

cooperation”—the point at which such enforced cooperation becomes a convenience ra-

ther than an imperative necessity. This line is difficult to draw, but may nevertheless be 15 

drawn. In general, we may lay down the rule that “the state should do nothing which is 

equally possible under equitable conditions to optional associations.” 

A still broader view is that taken by Burgess in his discussion of the ends of the state. These 

may be considered, he says, under three heads: the primary, the secondary, and the ulti-

mate. The ultimate end of the state is defined as the “perfection of humanity, the civilization 20 

of the world; the perfect development of the human reason and its attainment to universal 

command over individualism; the apotheosis of man.” This end can be realized, however, 

only when a world-state is organized, and for this, mankind is not yet ready. Men must first 

be organized into national states, based on the principle of nationality. The proximate ends 

of the state are the establishment of government and liberty. The state must first of all es-25 

tablish peace and order; and in the next place mark out a sphere of liberty for the individual 

and later for associations. These are then the great ends of the state; the establishment of 

government and liberty, so that the national genius may find proper expression; and finally, 
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the perfection of humanity. These objects must be followed, moreover, in an historical or-

der which cannot be successfully reversed. Government must precede liberty, government 

and liberty must precede the final purpose for which the state exists. In the present stage of 

development, only the realization of government and liberty through the national state are 

proper objects of state activity. Beyond this broad outline Burgess makes no other attempt 5 

to mark out the limits of the operation either of state or of government…. 
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SUPREME COURT JUSTICE OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES, JR. 

“Natural Law” 
ESSAY 

1918 
Harvard Law Review 

 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. offers a critique of the idea of natural law espoused by 
the Founders. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What does Holmes say motivates the philosopher's search for truth? 
 

2. Does Holmes believe there is a moral foundation for rights? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
Oliver Wendell Holmes, "Natural Law," in Holmes, Collected Legal Papers (New York: Peter Smith, 1952), 167. 
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It is not enough for the knight of romance that you agree that his lady is a very nice girl—

if you do not admit that she is the best that God ever made or will make, you must fight. 

There is in all men a demand for the superlative, so much so that the poor devil who has 

no other way of reaching it attains it by getting drunk. It seems to me that this demand is 

at the bottom of the philosopher’s effort to prove that truth is absolute and of the jurist’s 5 

search for criteria of universal validity which he collects under the head of natural law. 

I used to say when I was young, that truth was the majority vote of that nation that could 

lick all others. Certainly we may expect that the received opinion about the present war will 

depend a good deal upon which side wins (I hope with all my soul it will be mine), and I 

think that the statement was correct insofar as it implied that our test of truth is a reference 10 

to either a present or an imagined future majority in favor of our view. If … the truth may 

be defined as the system of my (intellectual) limitations, what gives it objectivity is the fact 

that I find my fellow man to a greater or less extent (never wholly) subject to the same Can’t 

Helps. If I think that I am sitting at a table I find that the other persons present agree with 

me; so if I say that the sum of the angles of a triangle is equal to two right angles. If I am in 15 

a minority of one they send for a doctor or lock me up; and I am so far able to transcend 

the to me convincing testimony of my sense or my reason as to recognize that if I am alone 

probably something is wrong with my works. 

Certitude is not the test of certainty. We have been cocksure of many things that were not 

so. If I may quote myself again, property, friendship, and truth have a common root in 20 

time. One cannot be wrenched from the rocky crevices into which one has grown for many 

years without feeling that one is attacked in one’s life. What we most love and revere gen-

erally is determined by early associations. I love granite rocks and barberry bushes, no 

doubt because with them were my earliest joys that reach back through the past eternity of 

my life. But while one’s experience thus makes certain preferences dogmatic for oneself, 25 

recognition of how they came to be so leaves one able to see that others, poor souls, may be 

equally dogmatic about something else. And this again means skepticism. Not that one’s 

belief or love does not remain. Not that we would not fight and die for it if important—we 

all, whether we know it or not, are fighting to make the kind of a world that we should 
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like—but that we have learned to recognize that others will fight and die to make a different 

world, with equal sincerity or belief. Deep-seated preferences cannot be argued about—you 

cannot argue a man into liking a glass of beer—and therefore, when differences are suffi-

ciently far reaching, we try to kill the other man rather than let him have his way. But that 

is perfectly consistent with admitting that, so far as appears, his grounds are just as good as 5 

ours. 

The jurists who believe in natural law seem to me to be in that naïve state of mind that 

accepts what has been familiar and accepted by all men everywhere. No doubt it is true that, 

so far as we can see ahead, some arrangements and the rudiments of familiar institutions 

seem to be necessary elements in any society that may spring from our own and that would 10 

seem to us to be civilized—some form of permanent association between the sexes—some 

residue of property individually owned—some mode of binding oneself to specified future 

conduct—at the bottom of all, some protection for the person. But without speculating 

whether a group is imaginable in which all but the last of these might disappear and the last 

be subject to qualifications that most of us would abhor, the question remains as to 15 

the Ought of natural law. 

It is true that beliefs and wishes have a transcendental basis in the sense that their founda-

tion is arbitrary. You cannot help entertaining and feeling them, and there is an end of it. 

As an arbitrary fact people wish to live, and we say with various degrees of certainty that 

they can do so only on certain conditions. To do it they must eat and drink. That necessity 20 

is absolute. It is a necessity of less degree but practically general that they should live in 

society. If they live in society, so far as we can see, there are further conditions. Reason 

working on experience does tell us, no doubt, that if our wish to live continues, we can do 

it only on those terms. But that seems to me the whole of the matter. I see no a priori duty 

to live with others and in that way, but simply a statement of what I must do if I wish to 25 

remain alive. If I do live with others they tell me that I must do and abstain from doing 

various things or they will put the screws on to me. I believe that they will, and being of the 

same mind as to their conduct I not only accept the rules but come in time to accept them 

with sympathy and emotional affirmation and begin to talk about duties and rights. But for 
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legal purposes a right is only the hypostasis of a prophecy—the imagination of a substance 

supporting the fact that the public force will be brought to bear upon those who do things 

said to contravene it—just as we talk of the force of gravitation accounting for the conduct 

of bodies in space. One phrase adds no more than the other to what we know without it. 

No doubt behind these legal rights is the fighting will of the subject to maintain them, and 5 

the spread of his emotions to the general rules by which they are maintained; but that does 

not seem to me the same thing as the supposed a priori discernment of a duty or the asser-

tion of a preexisting right. A dog will fight for his bone. 

The most fundamental of the supposed preexisting rights—the right to life—is sacrificed 

without a scruple not only in war, but whenever the interest of society, that is, of the pre-10 

dominant power in the community, is thought to demand it. Whether that interest is the 

interest of mankind in the long run no one can tell, and as, in any event, to those who do 

not think with Kant and Hegel it is only an interest, the sanctity disappears. I remember a 

very tender-hearted judge being of opinion that closing a hatch to stop a fire and the de-

struction of a cargo was justified even if it was known that doing so would stifle a man 15 

below. It is idle to illustrate further, because to those who agree with me I am uttering com-

monplaces and to those who disagree I am ignoring the necessary foundations of thought. 

The a priori men generally call the dissentients superficial. But I do agree with them in be-

lieving that one’s attitude on these matters is closely connected with one’s general attitude 

toward the universe. Proximately, as has been suggested, it is determined largely by early 20 

associations and temperament, coupled with the desire to have an absolute guide. Men to 

a great extent believe what they want to—although I see in that no basis for a philosophy 

that tells us what we should want to want. 

Now when we come to our attitude toward the universe I do not see any rational ground 

for demanding the superlative—for being dissatisfied unless we are assured that our truth 25 

is cosmic truth, if there is such a thing—that the ultimates of a little creature on this little 

earth are the last word of the unimaginable whole. If a man sees no reason for believing 

that significance, consciousness and ideals are more than marks of the finite, that does not 

justify what has been familiar in French skeptics; getting upon a pedestal and professing to 
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look with haughty scorn upon a world in ruins. The real conclusion is that the part cannot 

swallow the whole—that our categories are not, or may not be, adequate to formulate what 

we cannot know. If we believe that we come out of the universe, not it out of us, we must 

admit that we do not know what we are talking about when we speak of brute matter. We 

do know that a certain complex of energies can wag its tail and another can make syllo-5 

gisms. These are among the powers of the unknown, and if, as may be, it has still greater 

powers that we cannot understand, as Fabre in his studies of instinct would have us believe, 

studies that gave Bergson one of the strongest strands for his philosophy and enabled Mae-

terlinck to make us fancy for a moment that we heard a clang from behind phenomena—

if this be true, why should we not be content? Why should we employ the energy that is 10 

furnished to us by the cosmos to defy it and shake our fist at the sky? It seems to me silly. 

That the universe has in it more than we understand, that the private soldiers have not been 

told the plan of campaign, or even that there is one, rather than some vaster unthinkable 

to which every predicate is an impertinence, has no bearing upon our conduct. We still 

shall fight—all of us because we want to live, some, at least, because we want to realize our 15 

spontaneity and prove our powers, for the joy of it, and we may leave to the unknown the 

supposed final valuation of that which in any event has value to us. It is enough for us that 

the universe has produced us and has within it, as less than it, all that we believe and love. 

If we think of our existence not as that of a little god outside, but as that of a ganglion 

within, we have the infinite behind us. It gives us our only but our adequate significance. A 20 

grain of sand has the same, but what competent person supposes that he understands a 

grain of sand? That is as much beyond our grasp as man. If our imagination is strong 

enough to accept the vision of ourselves as parts inseverable from the rest, and to extend 

our final interest beyond the boundary of our skins, it justifies the sacrifice even of our lives 

for ends outside of ourselves. The motive, to be sure, is the common wants and ideals that 25 

we find in man. Philosophy does not furnish motives, but it shows men that they are not 

fools for doing what they already want to do. It opens to the forlorn hopes on which we 

throw ourselves away, the vista of the farthest stretch of human thought, the chords of a 

harmony that breathes from the unknown. 
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JOHN DEWEY 

Liberalism and Social Action 
BOOK EXCERPTS 

1935 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Retired Columbia University professor John Dewey wrote Liberalism and Social Action, outlining his 
views on liberalism and what he considered to be the crises challenging liberalism in the early 20th century. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. With whom does liberalism begin? 
 

2. How does Dewey characterize political liberalism? 
 

3. How does Dewey characterize the split within liberalism? 
 

4. What was the problem with the earlier liberalism, according to Dewey? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
John Dewey, “Liberalism and Social Action,” in The Papers of John Dewey: The Later Works, 1925-1953, Vol. 11, ed. Jo Ann 
Boydston (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University, 1987), 6-16, 21-23, 25-27, 39-40.  
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1. The History of Liberalism 

....The use of the words liberal and liberalism to denote a particular social philosophy does 

not appear to occur earlier than the first decade of the nineteenth century. But the thing to 

which the words are applied is older. It might be traced back to Greek thought; some of its 

ideas, especially as to the importance of the free play of intelligence, may be found notably 5 

expressed in the funeral oration attributed to Pericles. But for the present purpose it is not 

necessary to go back of John Locke, the philosopher of the “glorious revolution” of 1688. 

The outstanding points of Locke’s version of liberalism are that governments are instituted 

to protect the rights that belong to individuals prior to political organization of social rela-

tions. These rights are those summed up a century later in the American Declaration of 10 

Independence: the rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. Among the “natu-

ral” rights especially emphasized by Locke is that of property, originating, according to 

him, in the fact that an individual has “mixed” himself, through his labor, with some natu-

ral hitherto unappropriated object. This view was directed against levies on property made 

by rulers without authorization from the representatives of the people. The theory culmi-15 

nated in justifying the right of revolution. Since governments are instituted to protect the 

natural rights of individuals, they lose claim to obedience when they invade and destroy 

these rights instead of safeguarding them: a doctrine that well served the aims of our fore-

fathers in their revolt against British rule, and that also found an extended application in 

the French Revolution of 1789.  20 

The impact of this earlier liberalism is evidently political. Yet one of Locke’s greatest inter-

ests was to uphold toleration in an age when intolerance was rife, persecution of dissenters 

in faith almost the rule, and when wars, civil and between nations, had a religious color. In 

serving the immediate needs of England—and then those of other countries in which it was 

desired to substitute representative for arbitrary government—it bequeathed to later social 25 

thought a rigid doctrine of natural rights inherent in individuals independent of social or-

ganization. It gave a directly practical import to the older semi-theological and semi-met-

aphysical conception of natural law as supreme over positive law and gave a new version 
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of the old idea that natural law is the counterpart of reason, being disclosed by the natural 

light with which man is endowed. 

The whole temper of this philosophy is individualistic in the sense in which individualism 

is opposed to organized social action. It held to the primacy of the individual over the state 

not only in time but in moral authority. It defined the individual in terms of liberties of 5 

thought and action already possessed by him in some mysterious ready-made fashion, and 

which it was the sole business of the state to safeguard. Reason was also made an inherent 

endowment of the individual, expressed in men’s moral relations to one another, but not 

sustained and developed because of these relations. It followed that the great enemy of in-

dividual liberty was thought to be government because of its tendency to encroach upon 10 

the innate liberties of individuals. Later liberalism inherited this conception of a natural 

antagonism between ruler and ruled, interpreted as a natural opposition between the indi-

vidual and organized society. There still lingers in the minds of some the notion that there 

are two different “spheres” of action and of rightful claims; that of political society and that 

of the individual, and that in the interest of the latter the former must be as contracted as 15 

possible. Not till the second half of the nineteenth century did the idea arise that govern-

ment might and should be an instrument for securing and extending the liberties of indi-

viduals. This later aspect of liberalism is perhaps foreshadowed in the clauses of our Con-

stitution that confer upon Congress power to provide for “public welfare” as well as for 

public safety....  20 

Because the liberalism of the economists and the Benthamites was adapted to contempo-

rary conditions in Great Britain, the influence of the liberalism of the school of Locke 

waned. By 1820 it was practically extinct. Its influence lasted much longer in the United 

States. We had no Bentham and it is doubtful whether he would have had much influence 

if he had appeared. Except for movements in codification of law, it is hard to find traces of 25 

the influence of Bentham in this country. As was intimated earlier, the philosophy of Locke 

bore much the same relation to the American revolt of the colonies that it had to the British 

revolution of almost a century earlier. Up to, say, the time of the Civil War, the United 
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States were predominantly agrarian. As they became industrialized, the philosophy of lib-

erty of individuals, expressed especially in freedom of contract, provided the doctrine 

needed by those who controlled the economic system. It was freely employed by the courts 

in declaring unconstitutional legislation that limited this freedom. The ideas of Locke em-

bodied in the Declaration of Independence were congenial to our pioneer conditions that 5 

gave individuals the opportunity to carve their own careers. Political action was lightly 

thought of by those who lived in frontier conditions. A political career was very largely 

annexed as an adjunct to the action of individuals in carving their own careers. The gospel 

of self-help and private initiative was practiced so spontaneously that it needed no special 

intellectual support....  10 

Thus from various sources and under various influences there developed an inner split in 

liberalism. This cleft is one cause of the ambiguity from which liberalism still suffers and 

which explains a growing impotency. These are still those who call themselves liberals who 

define liberalism in terms of the old opposition between the province of organized social 

action and the province of purely individual initiative and effort. In the name of liberal-15 

ism they are jealous of every extension of governmental activity. They may grudgingly con-

cede the need of special measures of protection and alleviation undertaken by the state at 

times of great social stress, but they are the confirmed enemies of social legislation (even 

prohibition of child labor), as standing measures of political policy. Wittingly or unwit-

tingly, they still provide the intellectual system of apologetics for the existing economic 20 

régime, which they strangely, it would seem ironically, uphold as a régime of individual 

liberty for all.   

But the majority who call themselves liberals today are committed to the principle that 

organized society must use its powers to establish the conditions under which the mass of 

individuals can possess actual as distinct from merely legal liberty. They define their liber-25 

alism in the concrete in terms of a program of measures moving toward this end. They 

believe that the conception of the state which limits the activities of the latter to keeping 

order as between individuals and to securing redress for one person when another person 
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infringes the liberty existing law has given him, is in effect simply a justification of the bru-

talities and inequities of the existing order. Because of this internal division within liberal-

ism its later history is wavering and confused. The inheritance of the past still causes many 

liberals, who believe in a generous use of the powers of organized society to change the 

terms on which human beings associate together, to stop short with merely protective and 5 

alleviatory measures—a fact that partly explains why another school always refers to “re-

form” with scorn. It will be the object of the next chapter to portray the crisis in liberalism, 

the impasse in which it now almost finds itself, and through criticism of the deficiencies of 

earlier liberalism to suggest the way in which liberalism may resolve the crisis, and emerge 

as a compact, aggressive force. 10 

2. The Crisis in Liberalism  

The net effect of the struggle of early liberals to emancipate individuals from restriction 

imposed upon them by the inherited type of social organization was to pose a problem, that 

of a new social organization. The ideas of liberals set forth in the first third of the nineteenth 

century were potent in criticism and in analysis. They released forces that had been held in 15 

check. But analysis is not construction, and release of force does not of itself give direction 

to the force that is set free. Victorian optimism concealed for a time the crisis at which 

liberalism had arrived. But when that optimism vanished amid the conflict of nations, clas-

ses and races characteristic of the latter part of the nineteenth century—a conflict that has 

grown more intense with the passing years—the crisis could no longer be covered up. The 20 

beliefs and methods of earlier liberalism were ineffective when faced with the problems of 

social organization and integration. Their inadequacy is a large part of belief now so current 

that all liberalism is an outmoded doctrine. At the same time, insecurity and uncertainty in 

belief and purpose are powerful factors in generating dogmatic faiths that are profoundly 

hostile to everything to which liberalism in any possible formulation is devoted….  25 

The earlier liberals lacked historic sense and interest. For a while this lack had an immediate 

pragmatic value. It gave liberals a powerful weapon in their fight with reactionaries. For it 

enabled them to undercut the appeal to origin, precedent and past history by which the 
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opponents of social change gave sacrosanct quality to existing inequities and abuses. But 

disregard of history took its revenge. It blinded the eyes of liberals to the fact that their own 

special interpretations of liberty, individuality and intelligence were themselves historically 

conditioned, and were relevant only to their own time. They put forward their ideas as 

immutable truths good at all times and places; they had no idea of historic relativity, either 5 

in general or in its application to themselves....  

If the early liberals had put forth their special interpretation of liberty as something subject 

to historic relativity they would not have frozen it into a doctrine to be applied at all times 

under all social circumstances. Specifically, they would have recognized that effective lib-

erty is a function of the social conditions existing at any time. If they had done this, they 10 

would have known that as economic relations became dominantly controlling forces in 

setting the pattern of human relations, the necessity of liberty for individuals which they 

proclaimed will require social control of economic forces in the interest of the great mass 

of individuals. Because the liberals failed to make a distinction between purely formal or 

legal liberty and effective liberty of thought and action, the history of the last one hundred 15 

years is the history of non-fulfillment of their predictions….   
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THEODORE ROOSEVELT (PROGRESSIVE) 

The New Nationalism 
SPEECH EXCERPTS 

August 31, 1910 
John Brown Memorial Park | Osawatomie, Kansas 

 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Though delivered at the dedicatory ceremonies for the John Brown Memorial Park, this speech would 
form the basis of Theodore Roosevelt’s presidential campaign as the nominee of Progressive Party. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What political problem is Roosevelt speaking against? 
 

2. What is Roosevelt's New Nationalism? What is its purpose or end? 
 

3. What political and institutional reforms does Roosevelt suggest are necessary? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
Theodore Roosevelt, The New Nationalism (New York: The Outlook Company, 1911), 3-33. 
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…Nothing is more true than that excess of every kind is followed by reaction; a fact which 

should be pondered by reformer and reactionary alike. We are face to face with new con-

ceptions of the relations of property to human welfare, chiefly because certain advocates of 

the rights of property as against the rights of men have been pushing their claims too far. 

The man who wrongly holds that every human right is secondary to his profit must now 5 

give way to the advocate of human welfare, who rightly maintains that every man holds his 

property subject to the general right of the community to regulate its use to whatever degree 

the public welfare may require it. 

But I think we may go still further. The right to regulate the use of wealth in the public 

interest is universally admitted. Let us admit also the right to regulate the terms and con-10 

ditions of labor, which is the chief element of wealth, directly in the interest of the common 

good. The fundamental thing to do for every man is to give him a chance to reach a place 

in which he will make the greatest possible contribution to the public welfare. Understand 

what I say there. Give him a chance, not push him up if he will not be pushed. Help any 

man who stumbles; if he lies down, it is a poor job to try to carry him; but if he is a worthy 15 

man, try your best to see that he gets a chance to show the worth that is in him. No man 

can be a good citizen unless he has a wage more than sufficient to cover the bare cost of 

living, and hours of labor short enough so after his day’s work is done he will have time 

and energy to bear his share in the management of the community, to help in carrying the 

general load. We keep countless men from being good citizens by the conditions of life by 20 

which we surround them. We need comprehensive workman’s compensation acts, both 

State and national laws to regulate child labor and work for women, and, especially, we 

need in our common schools not merely education in book-learning, but also practical 

training for daily life and work. We need to enforce better sanitary conditions for our work-

ers and to extend the use of safety appliances for workers in industry and commerce, both 25 

within and between the States. Also, friends, in the interest of the working man himself, we 

need to set our faces like flint against mob-violence just as against corporate greed; against 

violence and injustice and lawlessness by wage-workers just as much as against lawless cun-

ning and greed and selfish arrogance of employers. If I could ask but one thing of my fellow 
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countrymen, my request would be that, whenever they go in for reform, they remember 

the two sides, and that they always exact justice from one side as much as from the other. I 

have small use for the public servant who can always see and denounce the corruption of 

the capitalist, but who cannot persuade himself, especially before election, to say a word 

about lawless mob-violence. And I have equally small use for the man, be he a judge on the 5 

bench or editor of a great paper, or wealthy and influential private citizen, who can see 

clearly enough and denounce the lawlessness of mob-violence, but whose eyes are closed 

so that he is blind when the question is one of corruption of business on a gigantic scale. 

Also, remember what I said about excess in reformer and reactionary alike. If the reaction-

ary man, who thinks of nothing but the rights of property, could have his way, he would 10 

bring about a revolution; and one of my chief fears in connection with progress comes 

because I do not want to see our people, for lack of proper leadership, compelled to follow 

men whose intentions are excellent, but whose eyes are a little too wild to make it really 

safe to trust them. Here in Kansas there is one paper which habitually denounces me as the 

tool of Wall Street, and at the same time frantically repudiates the statement that I am a 15 

Socialist on the ground that that is an unwarranted slander of the Socialists. 

The American people are right in demanding that New Nationalism, without which we 

cannot hope to deal with new problems. The New Nationalism puts the national need be-

fore sectional or personal advantage. It is impatient of the utter confusion that results from 

local legislatures attempting to treat national issues as local issues. It is still more impatient 20 

of the impotence which springs from over division of governmental powers, the impotence 

which makes it possible for local selfishness or for legal cunning, hired by wealthy special 

interests, to bring national activities to a deadlock. This New Nationalism regards the ex-

ecutive power as the steward of the public welfare. It demands of the judiciary that it shall 

be interested primarily in human welfare rather than in property, just as it demands that 25 

the representative body shall represent all the people rather than any one class or section 

of the people. 

I believe in shaping the ends of government to protect property as well as human welfare. 

Normally, and in the long run, the ends are the same; but whenever the alternative must be 
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faced, I am for men and not for property, as you were in the Civil War. I am far from 

underestimating the importance of dividends; but I rank dividends below human charac-

ter. Again, I do not have any sympathy with the reformer who says he does not care for 

dividends. Of course, economic welfare is necessary, for a man must pull his own weight 

and be able to support his family. I know well that the reformers must not bring upon the 5 

people economic ruin, or the reforms themselves will go down in the ruin. But we must be 

ready to face temporary disaster, whether or not brought on by those who will war against 

us to the knife. Those who oppose reform will do well to remember that ruin in its worst 

form is inevitable if our national life brings us nothing better than swollen fortunes for the 

few and the triumph in both politics and business of a sordid and selfish materialism. 10 

If our political institutions were perfect, they would absolutely prevent the political domi-

nation of money in any part of our affairs. We need to make our political representatives 

more quickly and sensitively responsive to the people whose servants they are. More direct 

action by the people in their own affairs under proper safeguards is vitally necessary. The 

direct primary is a step in this direction, if it is associated with a corrupt-services act effec-15 

tive to prevent the advantage of the man willing recklessly and unscrupulously to spend 

money over his more honest competitor. It is particularly important that all moneys re-

ceived or expended for campaign purposes should be publicly accounted for, not only after 

election, but before election as well. Political action must be made simpler, easier, and freer 

from confusion for every citizen. I believe that the prompt removal of unfaithful or incom-20 

petent public servants should be made easy and sure in whatever way experience shall show 

to be most expedient in any given class of cases. 

One of the fundamental necessities in a representative government such as ours is to make 

certain that the men to whom the people delegate their power shall serve the people by 

whom they are elected, and not the special interests. I believe that every national officer, 25 

elected or appointed, should be forbidden to perform any service or receive any compen-

sation, directly or indirectly, from interstate corporations; and a similar provision could 

not fail to be useful within the States. 
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The object of government is the welfare of the people. The material progress and prosperity 

of a nation are desirable chiefly so long as they lead to the moral and material welfare of all 

good citizens. Just in proportion as the average man and woman are honest, capable of 

sound judgment and high ideals, active in public affairs,-but, first of all, sound in their 

home, and the father and mother of healthy children whom they bring up well,-just so far, 5 

and no farther, we may count our civilization a success. We must have-I believe we have 

already-a genuine and permanent moral awakening, without which no wisdom of legisla-

tion or administration really means anything; and, on the other hand, we must try to secure 

the social and economic legislation without which any improvement due to purely moral 

agitation is necessarily evanescent. Let me again illustrate by a reference to the Grand 10 

Army. You could not have won simply as a disorderly and disorganized mob. You needed 

generals; you needed careful administration of the most advanced type; and a good com-

missary-the cracker line. You well remember that success was necessary in many different 

lines in order to bring about general success. You had to have the administration at Wash-

ington good, just as you had to have the administration in the field; and you had to have 15 

the work of the generals good. You could not have triumphed without the administration 

and leadership; but it would all have been worthless if the average soldier had not had the 

right stuff in him. He had to have the right stuff in him, or you could not get it out of him. 

In the last analysis, therefore, vitally necessary though it was to have the right kind of or-

ganization and the right kind of generalship, it was even more vitally necessary that the 20 

average soldier should have the fighting edge, the right character. So it is in our civil life. 

No matter how honest and decent we are in our private lives, if we do not have the right 

kind of law and the right kind of administration of the law, we cannot go forward as a 

nation. That is imperative; but it must be an addition to, and not a substitute for, the qual-

ities that make us good citizens. In the last analysis, the most important elements in any 25 

man’s career must be the sum of those qualities which, in the aggregate, we speak of as 

character. If he has not got it, then no law that the wit of man can devise, no administration 

of the law by the boldest and strongest executive, will avail to help him. We must have the 

right kind of character-character that makes a man, first of all, a good man in the home, a 

good father, and a good husband-that makes a man a good neighbor. You must have that, 30 
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and, then, in addition, you must have the kind of law and the kind of administration of the 

law which will give to those qualities in the private citizen the best possible chance for de-

velopment. The prime problem of our nation is to get the right type of good citizenship, 

and, to get it, we must have progress, and our public men must be genuinely progressive. 
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BACKGROUND 
 
President Woodrow Wilson delivered this address to Congress regarding the relationship between the 
United States and Germany.  
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What is the cause of war with Germany? 
 

2. What is the purpose of war with Germany? 
 

3. Who does Wilson blame for this war? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
Woodrow Wilson, “Address of the President of the United States,” Senate Documents, Vol. 10, 65th Congress, First Session 
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1917), 3-8. 
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Gentlemen of the Congress: 

I have called the Congress into extraordinary session because there are serious, very serious, 

choices of policy to be made, and made immediately, which it was neither right nor consti-

tutionally permissible that I should assume the responsibility of making. 

On the third of February last I officially laid before you the extraordinary announcement 5 

of the Imperial German Government that on and after the first day of February it was its 

purpose to put aside all restraints of law or of humanity and use its submarines to sink 

every vessel that sought to approach either the ports of Great Britain and Ireland or the 

western coasts of Europe or any of the ports controlled by the enemies of Germany within 

the Mediterranean. That had seemed to be the object of the German submarine warfare 10 

earlier in the war, but since April of last year the Imperial Government had somewhat re-

strained the commanders of its undersea craft in conformity with its promise then given to 

us that passenger boats should not be sunk and that due warning would be given to all other 

vessels which its submarines might seek to destroy when no resistance was offered or escape 

attempted, and care taken that their crews were given at least a fair chance to save their 15 

lives in their open boats. The precautions taken were meager and haphazard enough, as 

was proved in distressing instance after instance in the progress of the cruel and unmanly 

business, but a certain degree of restraint was observed. The new policy has swept every 

restriction aside. Vessels of every kind, whatever their flag, their character, their cargo, their 

destination, their errand, have been ruthlessly sent to the bottom: without warning and 20 

without thought of help or mercy for those on board, the vessels of friendly neutrals along 

with those of belligerents. Even hospital ships and ships carrying relief to the sorely be-

reaved and stricken people of Belgium, though the latter were provided with safe conduct 

through the proscribed areas by the German Government itself and were distinguished by 

unmistakable marks of identity, have been sunk with the same reckless lack of compassion 25 

or of principle. I was for a little while unable to believe that such things would in fact be 

done by any government that had hitherto subscribed to the humane practices of civilized 

nations. International law had its origin in the attempt to set up some law which would be 

respected and observed upon the seas, where no nation had right of dominion and where 
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lay the free highways of the world…. This minimum of right the German Government has 

swept aside under the plea of retaliation and necessity and because it had no weapons which 

it could use at sea except these which it is impossible to employ as it is employing them 

without throwing to the winds all scruples of humanity or of respect for the understandings 

that were supposed to underlie the intercourse of the world. I am not now thinking of the 5 

loss of property involved, immense and serious as that is, but only of the wanton and whole-

sale destruction of the lives of noncombatants, men, women, and children, engaged in pur-

suits which have always, even in the darkest periods of modern history, been deemed in-

nocent and legitimate. Property can be paid for; the lives of peaceful and innocent people 

cannot be. The present German submarine warfare against commerce is a warfare against 10 

mankind. 

It is a war against all nations. American ships have been sunk, American lives taken, in 

ways which it has stirred us very deeply to learn of, but the ships and people of other neutral 

and friendly nations have been sunk and overwhelmed in the waters in the same way. There 

has been no discrimination. The challenge is to all mankind. Each nation must decide for 15 

itself how it will meet it. The choice we make for ourselves must be made with a moderation 

of counsel and a temperateness of judgment befitting our character and our motives as a 

nation. We must put excited feeling away. Our motive will not be revenge or the victorious 

assertion of the physical might of the nation, but only the vindication of right, of human 

right, of which we are only a single champion. 20 

When I addressed the Congress on the twenty—sixth of February last I thought that it 

would suffice to assert our neutral rights with arms, our right to use the seas against unlaw-

ful interference, our right to keep our people safe against unlawful violence. But armed 

neutrality, it now appears, is impracticable. Because submarines are in effect outlaws when 

used as the German submarines have been used against merchant shipping, it is impossible 25 

to defend ships against their attacks as the law of nations has assumed that merchantmen 

would defend themselves against privateers or cruisers, visible craft giving chase upon the 

open sea. It is common prudence in such circumstances, grim necessity indeed, to endeavor 

to destroy them before they have shown their own intention. They must be dealt with upon 
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sight, if dealt with at all. The German Government denies the right of neutrals to use arms 

at all within the areas of the sea which it has proscribed, even in the defense of rights which 

no modern publicist has ever before questioned their right to defend. The intimation is 

conveyed that the armed guards which we have placed on our merchant ships will be 

treated as beyond the pale of law and subject to be dealt with as pirates would be. Armed 5 

neutrality is ineffectual enough at best; in such circumstances and in the face of such pre-

tensions it is worse than ineffectual: it is likely only to produce what it was meant to pre-

vent; it is practically certain to draw us into the war without either the rights or the effec-

tiveness of belligerents. There is one choice we cannot make, we are incapable of making: 

we will not choose the path of submission and suffer the most sacred rights of our Nation 10 

and our people to be ignored or violated. The wrongs against which we now array ourselves 

are no common wrongs; they cut to the very roots of human life. 

With a profound sense of the solemn and even tragical character of the step I am taking 

and of the grave responsibilities which it involves, but in unhesitating obedience to what I 

deem my constitutional duty, I advise that the Congress declare the recent course of the 15 

Imperial German Government to be in fact nothing less than war against the government 

and people of the United States; that it formally accept the status of belligerent which has 

thus been thrust upon it, and that it take immediate steps not only to put the country in a 

more thorough state of defense but also to exert all its power and employ all its resources 

to bring the Government of the German Empire to terms and end the war. 20 

What this will involve is clear. It will involve the utmost practicable cooperation in counsel 

and action with the governments now at war with Germany, and, as incident to that, the 

extension to those governments of the most liberal financial credit, in order that our re-

sources may so far as possible be added to theirs. It will involve the organization and mo-

bilization of all the material resources of the country to supply the materials of war and 25 

serve the incidental needs of the Nation in the most abundant and yet the most economical 

and efficient way possible. It will involve the immediate full equipment of the navy in all 

respects but particularly in supplying it with the best means of dealing with the enemy’s 

submarines. It will involve the immediate addition to the armed forces of the United States 
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already provided for by law in case of war at least five hundred thousand men, who should, 

in my opinion, be chosen upon the principle of universal liability to service, and also the 

authorization of subsequent additional increments of equal force so soon as they may be 

needed and can be handled in training. It will involve also, of course, the granting of ade-

quate credits to the Government, sustained, I hope, so far as they can equitably be sustained 5 

by the present generation, by well conceived taxation. I say sustained so far as may be eq-

uitable by taxation because it seems to me that it would be most unwise to base the credits 

which will now be necessary entirely on money borrowed. It is our duty, I most respectfully 

urge, to protect our people so far as we may against the very serious hardships and evils 

which would be likely to arise out of the inflation which would be produced by vast loans. 10 

In carrying out the measures by which these things are to be accomplished we should keep 

constantly in mind the wisdom of interfering as little as possible in our own preparation 

and in the equipment of our own military forces with the duty—for it will be a very practical 

duty—of supplying the nations already at war with Germany with the materials which they 

can obtain only from us or by our assistance. They are in the field and we should help them 15 

in every way to be effective there. 

I shall take the liberty of suggesting, through the several executive departments of the Gov-

ernment, for the consideration of your committees, measures for the accomplishment of 

the several objects I have mentioned. I hope that it will be your pleasure to deal with them 

as having been framed after very careful thought by the branch of the Government upon 20 

which the responsibility of conducting the war and safeguarding the Nation will most di-

rectly fall. 

While we do these things, these deeply momentous things, let us be very clear, and make 

very clear to all the world what our motives and our objects are. My own thought has not 

been driven from its habitual and normal course by the unhappy events of the last two 25 

months, and I do not believe that the thought of the Nation has been altered or clouded by 

them. I have exactly the same things in mind now that I had in mind when I addressed the 

Senate on the twenty—second of January last, the same that I had in mind when I addressed 



War Message to Congress 
Woodrow Wilson 

ANNOTATIONS                    NOTES & QUESTIONS 
 

6 
Copyright © 2021 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

the Congress on the third of February and on the twenty-sixth of February. Our object now, 

as then, is to vindicate the principles of peace and justice in the life of the world as against 

selfish and autocratic power and to set up amongst the really free and selfgoverned peoples 

of the world such a concert of purpose and of action as will henceforth insure the ob-

servance of those principles Neutrality is no longer feasible or desirable where the peace of 5 

the world is involved and the freedom of its peoples, and the menace to that peace and 

freedom lies in the existence of autocratic governments backed by organized force which 

is controlled wholly by their will, not by the will of their people. We have seen the last of 

neutrality in such circumstances. We are at the beginning of an age in which it will be in-

sisted that the same standards of conduct and of responsibility for wrong done shall be 10 

observed among nations and their governments that are observed among the individual 

citizens of civilized states. 

We have no quarrel with the German people. We have no feeling towards them but one of 

sympathy and friendship. It was not upon their impulse that their government acted in 

entering this war. It was not with their previous knowledge or approval. It was a war deter-15 

mined upon as wars used to be determined upon in the old, unhappy days when peoples 

were nowhere consulted by their rulers and wars were provoked and waged in the interest 

of dynasties or of little groups of ambitious men who were accustomed to use their fellow 

men as pawns and tools. 

Selfgoverned nations do not fill their neighbor states with spies or set the course of intrigue 20 

to bring about some critical posture of affairs which will give them an opportunity to strike 

and make conquest. Such designs can be successfully worked out only under cover and 

where no one has the right to ask questions. Cunningly contrived plans of deception or 

aggression, carried, it may be, from generation to generation, can be worked out and kept 

from the light only within the privacy of courts or behind the carefully guarded confidences 25 

of a narrow and privileged class. They are happily impossible where public opinion com-

mands and insists upon full information concerning all the nation’s affairs. 
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A steadfast concert for peace can never be maintained except by a partnership of demo-

cratic nations. No autocratic government could be trusted to keep faith within it or observe 

its covenants. It must be a league of honor, a partnership of opinion. Intrigue would eat its 

vitals away; the plottings of inner circles who could plan what they would and render ac-

count to no one would be a corruption seated at its very heart. Only free peoples can hold 5 

their purpose and their honor steady to a common end and prefer the interests of mankind 

to any narrow interest of their own. 

Does not every American feel that assurance has been added to our hope for the future 

peace of the world by the wonderful and heartening things that have been happening within 

the last few weeks in Russia? Russia was known by those who knew it best to have been 10 

always in fact democratic at heart, in all the vital habits of her thought, in all the intimate 

relationships of her people that spoke their natural instinct, their habitual attitude towards 

life. The autocracy that crowned the summit of her political structure, long as it had stood 

and terrible as was the reality of its power, was not in fact Russian in origin, character, or 

purpose; and now it has been shaken off and the great, generous Russian people have been 15 

added in all their naive majesty and might to the forces that are fighting for freedom in the 

world, for justice, and for peace. Here is a fit partner for a League of Honor. 

One of the things that has served to convince us that the Prussian, autocracy was not and 

could never be our friend is that from the very outset of the present war it has filled our 

unsuspecting communities and even our offices of government with spies and set criminal 20 

intrigues everywhere afoot against our national unity of counsel, our peace Within and 

without, our industries and our commerce. Indeed it is now evident that its spies were here 

even before the war began; and it is unhappily not a matter of conjecture but a fact proved 

in our courts of justice that the intrigues which have more than once come perilously near 

to disturbing the peace and dislocating the industries of the country have been carried on 25 

at the instigation, with the support, and even under the personal direction of official agents 

of the Imperial Government accredited to the Government of the United States. Even in 

checking these things and trying to extirpate them we have sought to put the most generous 

interpretation possible upon them because we knew that their source lay, not in any hostile 
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feeling or purpose of the German people towards us (who were, no doubt, as ignorant of 

them as we ourselves were), but only in the selfish designs of a Government that did what 

it pleased and told its people nothing. But they have played their part in serving to convince 

us at last that that Government entertains no real friendship for us and means to act against 

our peace and security at its convenience. That it means to stir up enemies against us at our 5 

very doors the intercepted note to the German Minister at Mexico City is eloquent evi-

dence. 

We are accepting this challenge of hostile purpose because we know that in such a Govern-

ment, following such methods, we can never have a friend; and that in the presence of its 

organized power, always lying in wait to accomplish we know not what purpose, there can 10 

be no assured security for the democratic Governments of the world. We are now about to 

accept gauge of battle with this natural foe to liberty and shall, if necessary, spend the whole 

force of the nation to check and nullify its pretensions and its power. We are glad, now that 

we see the facts with no veil of false pretense about them to fight thus for the ultimate peace 

of the world and for the liberation of its peoples, the German peoples included: for the 15 

rights of nations great and small and the privilege of men everywhere to choose their way 

of life and of obedience. The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace must be 

planted upon the tested foundations of political liberty. We have no selfish ends to serve. 

We desire no conquest, no dominion. We seek no indemnities for ourselves, no material 

compensation for the sacrifices we shall freely make. We are but one of the champions of 20 

the rights of mankind. We shall be satisfied when those rights have been made as secure as 

the faith and the freedom of nations can make them. Just because we fight without rancor 

and without selfish object, seeking nothing for ourselves but what we shall wish to share 

with all free peoples, we shall, I feel confident, conduct our operations as belligerents with-

out passion and ourselves observe with proud punctilio the principles of right and of fair 25 

play we profess to be fighting for. 

I have said nothing of the Governments allied with the Imperial Government of Germany 

because they have not made war upon us or challenged us to defend our right and our 
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honor. The Austro—Hungarian Government has, indeed, avowed its unqualified endorse-

ment and acceptance of the reckless and lawless submarine warfare adopted now without 

disguise by the Imperial German Government, and it has therefore not been possible for 

this Government to receive Count Tarnowski, the Ambassador recently accredited to this 

Government by the Imperial and Royal Government of Austria—Hungary; but that Gov-5 

ernment has not actually engaged in warfare against citizens of the United States on the 

seas, and I take the liberty, for the present at least, of postponing a discussion of our rela-

tions with the authorities at Vienna. We enter this war only where we are clearly forced 

into it because there are no other means of defending our rights. 

It will be all the easier for us to conduct ourselves as belligerents in a high spirit of right and 10 

fairness because we act without animus, not in enmity towards a people or with the desire 

to bring any injury or disadvantage upon them, but only in armed opposition to an irre-

sponsible government which has thrown aside all considerations of humanity and of right 

and is running amuck. We are, let me say again, the sincere friends of the German people, 

and shall desire nothing so much as the early reestablishment of intimate relations of mu-15 

tual advantage between us,— however hard it may be for them, for the time being, to believe 

that this is spoken from our hearts. We have borne with their present Government through 

all these bitter months because of that friendship,—exercising a patience and forbearance 

which would otherwise have been impossible. We shall, happily, still have an opportunity 

to prove that friendship in our daily attitude and actions towards the millions of men and 20 

women of German birth and native sympathy who live amongst us and share our life, and 

we shall be proud to prove it towards all who are in fact loyal to their neighbors and to the 

Government in the hour of test. They are, most of them, as true and loyal Americans as if 

they had never know n any other fealty or allegiance. They will be prompt to stand with us 

in rebuking and restraining the few who may be of a different mind and purpose. If there 25 

should be disloyalty, it will be dealt with with a firm hand of stern repression; but, if it lifts 

its head at all, it will lift it only here and there and without countenance except from a 

lawless and malignant few. 
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It is a distressing and oppressive duty, Gentlemen of the Congress, which I have performed 

in thus addressing you. There are, it may be many months of fiery trial and sacrifice ahead 

of us. It is a fearful thing to lead this great peaceful people into war, into the most terrible 

and disastrous of all wars, civilization itself seeming to be in the balance. 

But the right is more precious than peace, and we shall fight for the things which we have 5 

always carried nearest our hearts,—for democracy, for the right of those who submit to 

authority to have a voice in their own Governments, for the rights and liberties of small 

nations, for a universal dominion of right by such a concert of free peoples as shall bring 

peace and safety to all nations and make the world itself at last free. To such a task we can 

dedicate our lives and our fortunes, every thing that we are and everything that we have, 10 

with the pride of those who know that the day has come when America is privileged to 

spend her blood and her might for the principles that gave her birth and happiness and the 

peace which she has treasured. God helping her, she can do no other. 

o no other. 
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The Fourteen Points 

BACKGROUND 
 
President Woodrow Wilson gave this speech to Congress to outline the principles and policies he argued 
were necessary to negotiate an end to the Great War and a lasting peace afterwards. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. Why does Wilson say he is delivering this speech? 
 

2. How does Wilson suggest changing the political boundaries of Europe? 
 

3. What kind of institution is needed to maintain international peace? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
Woodrow Wilson, “Fourteen Points” in Woodrow Wilson: The Essential Political Writings, ed. Ronald J. Pestritto (Lanham: Lex-
ington Books, 2005), 259-64.  
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Gentlemen of the Congress: 

Once more, as repeatedly before, the spokesmen of the Central Empires have indicated 

their desire to discuss the objects of the war and the possible basis of a general peace. Parleys 

have been in progress at Brest-Litovsk between Russian representatives and representatives 

of the Central Powers to which the attention of all the belligerents have been invited for the 5 

purpose of ascertaining whether it may be possible to extend these parleys into a general 

conference with regard to terms of peace and settlement.  

The Russian representatives presented not only a perfectly definite statement of the prin-

ciples upon which they would be willing to conclude peace but also an equally definite pro-

gram of the concrete application of those principles. The representatives of the Central 10 

Powers, on their part, presented an outline of settlement which, if much less definite, 

seemed susceptible of liberal interpretation until their specific program of practical terms 

was added. That program proposed no concessions at all either to the sovereignty of Russia 

or to the preferences of the populations with whose fortunes it dealt, but meant, in a word, 

that the Central Empires were to keep every foot of territory their armed forces had occu-15 

pied -- every province, every city, every point of vantage -- as a permanent addition to their 

territories and their power. It is a reasonable conjecture that the general principles of set-

tlement which they at first suggested originated with the more liberal statesmen of Ger-

many and Austria, the men who have begun to feel the force of their own people's thought 

and purpose, while the concrete terms of actual settlement came from the military leaders 20 

who have no thought but to keep what they have got. The negotiations have been broken 

off. The Russian representatives were sincere and in earnest. They cannot entertain such 

proposals of conquest and domination.  

The whole incident is full of significances. It is also full of perplexity. With whom are the 

Russian representatives dealing? For whom are the representatives of the Central Empires 25 

speaking? Are they speaking for the majorities of their respective parliaments or for the 

minority parties, that military and imperialistic minority which has so far dominated their 

whole policy and controlled the affairs of Turkey and of the Balkan states which have felt 
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obliged to become their associates in this war? The Russian representatives have insisted, 

very justly, very wisely, and in the true spirit of modern democracy, that the conferences 

they have been holding with the Teutonic and Turkish statesmen should be held within 

open, not closed, doors, and all the world has been audience, as was desired. 

To whom have we been listening, then? To those who speak the spirit and intention of the 5 

resolutions of the German Reichstag of the 9th of July last, the spirit and intention of the 

Liberal leaders and parties of Germany, or to those who resist and defy that spirit and in-

tention and insist upon conquest and subjugation? Or are we listening, in fact, to both, 

unreconciled and in open and hopeless contradiction? These are very serious and pregnant 

questions. Upon the answer to them depends the peace of the world.  10 

But, whatever the results of the parleys at Brest-Litovsk, whatever the confusions of counsel 

and of purpose in the utterances of the spokesmen of the Central Empires, they have again 

attempted to acquaint the world with their objects in the war and have again challenged 

their adversaries to say what their objects are and what sort of settlement they would deem 

just and satisfactory. There is no good reason why that challenge should not be responded 15 

to, and responded to with the utmost candor. We did not wait for it. Not once, but again 

and again, we have laid our whole thought and purpose before the world, not in general 

terms only, but each time with sufficient definition to make it clear what sort of definite 

terms of settlement must necessarily spring out of them.  

Within the last week Mr. Lloyd George has spoken with admirable candor and in admirable 20 

spirit for the people and Government of Great Britain. There is no confusion of counsel 

among the adversaries of the Central Powers, no uncertainty of principle, no vagueness of 

detail. The only secrecy of counsel, the only lack of fearless frankness, the only failure to 

make definite statement of the objects of the war, lies with Germany and her allies. The 

issues of life and death hang upon these definitions. No statesman who has the least con-25 

ception of his responsibility ought for a moment to permit himself to continue this tragical 

and appalling outpouring of blood and treasure unless he is sure beyond a peradventure 
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that the objects of the vital sacrifice are part and parcel of the very life of Society and that 

the people for whom he speaks think them right and imperative as he does.  

There is, moreover, a voice calling for these definitions of principle and of purpose which 

is, it seems to me, more thrilling and more compelling than any of the many moving voices 

with which the troubled air of the world is filled. It is the voice of the Russian people. They 5 

are prostrate and all but hopeless, it would seem, before the grim power of Germany, which 

has hitherto known no relenting and no pity. Their power, apparently, is shattered. And 

yet their soul is not subservient. They will not yield either in principle or in action. Their 

conception of what is right, of what is humane and honorable for them to accept, has been 

stated with a frankness, a largeness of view, a generosity of spirit, and a universal human 10 

sympathy which must challenge the admiration of every friend of mankind; and they have 

refused to compound their ideals or desert others that they themselves may be safe. 

They call to us to say what it is that we desire, in what, if in anything, our purpose and our 

spirit differ from theirs; and I believe that the people of the United States would wish me 

to respond, with utter simplicity and frankness. Whether their present leaders believe it or 15 

not, it is our heartfelt desire and hope that some way may be opened whereby we may be 

privileged to assist the people of Russia to attain their utmost hope of liberty and ordered 

peace.  

It will be our wish and purpose that the processes of peace, when they are begun, shall be 

absolutely open and that they shall involve and permit henceforth no secret understandings 20 

of any kind. The day of conquest and aggrandizement is gone by; so is also the day of secret 

covenants entered into in the interest of particular governments and likely at some un-

looked-for moment to upset the peace of the world. It is this happy fact, now clear to the 

view of every public man whose thoughts do not still linger in an age that is dead and gone, 

which makes it possible for every nation whose purposes are consistent with justice and the 25 

peace of the world to avow nor or at any other time the objects it has in view.  

We entered this war because violations of right had occurred which touched us to the quick 

and made the life of our own people impossible unless they were corrected and the world 
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secure once for all against their recurrence. What we demand in this war, therefore, is noth-

ing peculiar to ourselves. It is that the world be made fit and safe to live in; and particularly 

that it be made safe for every peace-loving nation which, like our own, wishes to live its 

own life, determine its own institutions, be assured of justice and fair dealing by the other 

peoples of the world as against force and selfish aggression. All the peoples of the world are 5 

in effect partners in this interest, and for our own part we see very clearly that unless justice 

be done to others it will not be done to us.  

The program of the world's peace, therefore, is our program; and that program, the only 

possible program, as we see it, is this:  

I. Open covenants of peace, openly arrived at, after which there shall be no private interna-10 

tional understandings of any kind but diplomacy shall proceed always frankly and in the 

public view. 

II. Absolute freedom of navigation upon the seas, outside territorial waters, alike in peace 

and in war, except as the seas may be closed in whole or in part by international action for 

the enforcement of international covenants.  15 

III. The removal, so far as possible, of all economic barriers and the establishment of an 

equality of trade conditions among all the nations consenting to the peace and associating 

themselves for its maintenance.  

IV. Adequate guarantees given and taken that national armaments will be reduced to the 

lowest point consistent with domestic safety. 20 

V. A free, open-minded, and absolutely impartial adjustment of all colonial claims, based 

upon a strict observance of the principle that in determining all such questions of sover-

eignty the interests of the populations concerned must have equal weight with the equitable 

claims of the government whose title is to be determined.  

VI. The evacuation of all Russian territory and such a settlement of all questions affecting 25 

Russia as will secure the best and freest cooperation of the other nations of the world in 
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obtaining for her an unhampered and unembarrassed opportunity for the independent de-

termination of her own political development and national policy and assure her of a sin-

cere welcome into the society of free nations under institutions of her own choosing; and, 

more than a welcome, assistance also of every kind that she may need and may herself de-

sire. The treatment accorded Russia by her sister nations in the months to come will be the 5 

acid test of their good will, of their comprehension of her needs as distinguished from their 

own interests, and of their intelligent and unselfish sympathy.  

VII. Belgium, the whole world will agree, must be evacuated and restored, without any at-

tempt to limit the sovereignty which she enjoys in common with all other free nations. No 

other single act will serve as this will serve to restore confidence among the nations in the 10 

laws which they have themselves set and determined for the government of their relations 

with one another. Without this healing act the whole structure and validity of international 

law is forever impaired.  

VIII. All French territory should be freed and the invaded portions restored, and the wrong 

done to France by Prussia in 1871 in the matter of Alsace-Lorraine, which has unsettled the 15 

peace of the world for nearly fifty years, should be righted, in order that peace may once 

more be made secure in the interest of all.  

IX. A readjustment of the frontiers of Italy should be effected along clearly recognizable 

lines of nationality.  

X. The peoples of Austria-Hungary, whose place among the nations we wish to see safe-20 

guarded and assured, should be accorded the freest opportunity to autonomous develop-

ment.  

XI. Rumania, Serbia, and Montenegro should be evacuated; occupied territories restored; 

Serbia accorded free and secure access to the sea; and the relations of the several Balkan 

states to one another determined by friendly counsel along historically established lines of 25 

allegiance and nationality; and international guarantees of the political and economic in-

dependence and territorial integrity of the several Balkan states should be entered into. 
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XII. The Turkish portion of the present Ottoman Empire should be assured a secure sov-

ereignty, but the other nationalities which are now under Turkish rule should be assured 

an undoubted security of life and an absolutely unmolested opportunity of autonomous 

development, and the Dardanelles should be permanently opened as a free passage to the 

ships and commerce of all nations under international guarantees.  5 

XIII. An independent Polish state should be erected which should include the territories 

inhabited by indisputably Polish populations, which should be assured a free and secure 

access to the sea, and whose political and economic independence and territorial integrity 

should be guaranteed by international covenant.  

XIV. A general association of nations must be formed under specific covenants for the pur-10 

pose of affording mutual guarantees of political independence and territorial integrity to 

great and small states alike.  

In regard to these essential rectifications of wrong and assertions of right we feel ourselves 

to be intimate partners of all the governments and peoples associated together against the 

Imperialists. We cannot be separated in interest or divided in purpose. We stand together 15 

until the end. 

For such arrangements and covenants we are willing to fight and to continue to fight until 

they are achieved; but only because we wish the right to prevail and desire a just and stable 

peace such as can be secured only by removing the chief provocations to war, which this 

program does remove. We have no jealousy of German greatness, and there is nothing in 20 

this program that impairs it. We grudge her no achievement or distinction of learning or 

of pacific enterprise such as have made her record very bright and very enviable. We do not 

wish to injure her or to block in any way her legitimate influence or power. We do not wish 

to fight her either with arms or with hostile arrangements of trade if she is willing to asso-

ciate herself with us and the other peace- loving nations of the world in covenants of justice 25 

and law and fair dealing. We wish her only to accept a place of equality among the peoples 

of the world, -- the new world in which we now live, -- instead of a place of mastery.  
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Neither do we presume to suggest to her any alteration or modification of her institutions. 

But it is necessary, we must frankly say, and necessary as a preliminary to any intelligent 

dealings with her on our part, that we should know whom her spokesmen speak for when 

they speak to us, whether for the Reichstag majority or for the military party and the men 

whose creed is imperial domination.  5 

We have spoken now, surely, in terms too concrete to admit of any further doubt or ques-

tion. An evident principle runs through the whole program I have outlined. It is the prin-

ciple of justice to all peoples and nationalities, and their right to live on equal terms of 

liberty and safety with one another, whether they be strong or weak. Unless this principle 

be made its foundation no part of the structure of international justice can stand. The peo-10 

ple of the United States could act upon no other principle; and to the vindication of this 

principle they are ready to devote their lives, their honor, and everything they possess. The 

moral climax of this the culminating and final war for human liberty has come, and they 

are ready to put their own strength, their own highest purpose, their own integrity and 

devotion to the test. 15 



 
The Hillsdale 1776 Curriculum                      American Government and Politics 

High School 

 

1 
Copyright © 2021 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

WOODROW WILSON 

Leaders of Men 
SPEECH EXCERPTS 

June 17, 1890 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The political science professor Woodrow Wilson gave a version of this address several times in 1889 and 
1890 while on the faculties of Wesleyan University and Princeton University. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What distinction does Wilson initially draw between men who write and men who act? 
 

2. In what ways do men "in the mass" differ from men "as individuals"? How must a leader treat men 
in the mass, according to Wilson? 

 
3. What essential qualities must a popular leader have? 

 
4. What distinctions does Wilson draw between the statesman and the demagogue? 

 
5. How does Wilson characterize political leadership in particular? 

 
6. How does reform come about, according to Wilson? 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
Woodrow Wilson, "Leaders of Men," in Leaders of Men, ed. T. H. Vail Motter (Princeton University Press, 1952). 



Leaders of Men 
Woodrow Wilson 

ANNOTATIONS                    NOTES & QUESTIONS 
 

2 
Copyright © 2021 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

Only those are ’leaders of men,’ in the general eye, who lead in action. The title belongs, if 

the whole field of the world be justly viewed, no more rightfully to the men who lead in 

action than to those who lead in silent thought. A book is often quite as quickening a trum-

pet as any made of brass and sounded in the field. But it is the estimate of the world that 

bestows their meaning upon words: and that estimate is not often very far from the fact. 5 

The men who act stand nearer to the mass of men than do the men who write; and it is at 

their hands that new thought gets its translation into the crude language of deeds. The very 

crudity of that language of deeds exasperates the sensibilities of the author; and his exas-

peration proves the world’s point. He may be back of the leaders, but he is not the leader. 

In his thought there is due and studied proportion; all limiting considerations are set in 10 

their right places, as guards to ward off misapprehension. Every cadence of right utterance 

is made to sound in the careful phrases, in the perfect adjustments of sense. Translate the 

thought into action and all its shadings disappear. It stands out a naked, lusty thing, sure 

to rasp the sensibilities of every man of fastidious taste. Stripped for action, a thought must 

always shock those who cultivate the nice fashions of literary dress, as authors do. But it is 15 

only when thought does thus stand forth in unabashed force that it can perform deeds of 

strength in the arena round about which the great public sit as spectators, awarding the 

prizes by the suffrage of their applause. 

Here, unquestionably, we come upon the heart of the perennial misunderstanding between 

the men who write and the men who act. The men who write love proportion; the men who 20 

act must strike out practicable lines of action, and neglect proportion. This would seem to 

explain the well-nigh universal repugnance felt by literary men towards Democracy. The 

arguments which induce popular action must always be broad and obvious arguments. 

Only a very gross substance of concrete conception can make any impression on the minds 

of the masses; they must get their ideas very absolutely put, and are much readier to receive 25 

a half-truth which they can promptly understand than a whole truth which has too many 

sides to be seen all at once. How can any man whose method is the method of artistic com-

pleteness of thought and expression, whose mood is the mood of contemplation, for a mo-

ment understand or tolerate the majority whose purpose and practice it is to strike out 
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broad, rough-hewn policies, whose mood is the mood of action? The great stream of free-

dom which “broadens down from precedent to precedent,” is not a clear mountain current 

such as the fastidious man of chastened taste likes to drink from: it is polluted with not a 

few of the coarse elements of the gross world on its banks; it is heavy with the drainage of 

a very material universe.… 5 

The competent leader of men cares little for the interior niceties of other people’s charac-

ters: he cares much-everything for the external uses to which they may be put. His will seeks 

the lines of least resistance; but the whole question with him is a question of the application 

of force. There are men to be moved: how shall he move them? He supplies the power; 

others supply only the materials upon which that power operates. The power will fail if it 10 

be misapplied; it will be misapplied if it be not suitable both in kind and method to the 

nature of the materials upon which it is spent; but that nature is, after all, only its means. It 

is the power which dictates, dominates: the materials yield. Men are as clay in the hands of 

the consummate leader. 

It often happens that the leader displays a sagacity and an insight in the handling of men 15 

in the mass which quite baffle the wits of the shrewdest analyst of individual character. Men 

in the mass differ from men as individuals. A man who knows, and keenly knows, every 

man in town may yet fail to understand a mob or a mass-meeting of his fellow-townsmen. 

Just as the whole tone and method suitable for a public speech are foreign to the tone and 

method proper in individual, face to face dealings with separate men, so is the art of leading 20 

different from the art of writing novels. 

Some of the gifts and qualities which most commend the literary man to success would 

inevitably doom the would-be leader to failure…. 

Men are not led by being told what they do not know. Persuasion is a force, but not infor-

mation; and persuasion is accomplished by creeping into the confidence of those you would 25 

lead. Their confidence is not gained by preaching new thoughts to them. It is gained by 

qualities which they can recognize at first sight by arguments which they can assimilate at 

once: by the things which find easy and intermediate entrance into their minds, and which 
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are easily transmitted to the palms of their hands or to the ends of their walking-sticks in 

the shape of applause. Burke’s thoughts penetrate the mind and possess the heart of the 

quiet student. His style of saying things fills the attention as if it were finest music. But his 

are not thoughts to be shouted over; his is not a style to ravish the ear of the voter at the 

hustings. If you would be a leader of men, you must lead your own generation, not the next. 5 

Your playing must be good now, while the play is on the boards and the audience in the 

seats: it will not get you the repute of a great actor to have excellencies discovered in you 

afterwards. Burke’s genius, besides, made conservative men uneasy. How could a man be 

safe who had so many ideas?…. 

The whole question of leadership receives sharp practical test in a popular legislative as-10 

sembly. The revolutions which have changed the whole principle and method of govern-

ment within the last hundred years have created a new kind of leadership in legislation: a 

leadership which is not yet, perhaps, fully understood. It used to be thought that legislation 

was an affair proper to be conducted only by the few who were instructed, for the benefit 

of the many who were uninstructed: that statesmanship was a function of origination for 15 

which only trained and instructed men were fit. Those who actually conducted legislation 

and undertook affairs were rather whimsically chosen by Fortune to illustrate this theory, 

but such was the ruling thought in politics. The Sovereignty of the People, however, that 

great modern dogma of politics, has erected a different conception-or, if so be that, in the 

slowness of our thought, we adhere to the old conception, has at least created a very different 20 

practice. When we are angry with public men nowadays we charge them with subserving 

instead of forming and directing public opinion. It is to be suspected that when we make 

such charges we are suffering our standards of judgment to lag behind our politics…. 

Pray do not misunderstand me. I am not radical. I would not for the world be instrumental 

in discrediting the ancient and honorable pastime of abusing demagogues. Demagogues 25 

were quite evidently, it seems to me, meant for abuse, if we are to argue by exclusion: for 

assuredly they were never known to serve any other useful purpose. I will follow the hounds 

any day in pursuit of one of the wily, doubling rascals, however rough the country to be 

ridden over. But you must allow me to make my condemnations tally with my theory of 
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government. Is Irish opinion ripe for Home Rule, as the Liberals claim? Very well then: let 

it have Home Rule. Every community, says my political philosophy, should be governed 

for its own interests, as it understands them, and not for the satisfaction of any other com-

munity. 

Still I seem radical, without in reality being so. I advance my explanation, therefore, another 5 

step. Society is not a crowd, but an organism; and, like every organism, it must grow as a 

whole or else be deformed. The world is agreed, too, that it is an organism also in this, that 

it will die unless it be vital in every part. That is the only line of reasoning by which we can 

really establish the majority in legitimate authority. This organic whole, Society, is made 

up, obviously, for the most part, of the majority. It grows by the development of its apti-10 

tudes and desires, and under their guidance. The evolution of its institutions must take 

place by slow modification and nice all-round adjustment. And all this is but a careful and 

abstract way of saying that no reform may succeed for which the major thought of the na-

tion is not prepared: that the instructed few may not be safe leaders except in so far as they 

have communicated their instruction to the many -except in so far as they have transmuted 15 

their thought into a common, a popular thought. 

Let us fairly distinguish, therefore, the peculiar and delicate duties of the popular leader 

from the not very peculiar or delicate misdemeanors of the demagogue. Leadership, for the 

statesman, is interpretation. He must read the common thought: he must test and calculate 

very circumspectly the preparation of the nation for the next move in the progress of poli-20 

tics. If he fairly hit the popular thought, when we have missed it, are we to say that he is a 

demagogue? The nice point is to distinguish the firm and progressive popular thought from 

the momentary and whimsical popular mood, the transitory or mistaken popular passion. 

But it is fatally easy to blame or misunderstand the statesman. 

Our temperament is one of logic, let us say. We hold that one and one make two and we 25 

see no salvation for the people except they receive the truth. The statesman is of another 

opinion. ’One and one doubtless make two’, he is ready to admit, ’but the people think that 

one and one make more than two and until they see otherwise we shall have to legislate on 
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that supposition’. This is not to talk nonsense. The Roman augurs very soon discovered 

that sacred fowls drank water and pecked grain with no sage intent of prophecy, but from 

motives quite mundane and simple. But it would have been a revolution to say so in the 

face of a people who believed otherwise, and executive policy had to proceed on the theory 

of a divine method of fowl appetite and digestion. The divinity that once did hedge a king, 5 

grows not now very high about the latest Hohenzollern; but who that prefers growth to 

revolution would propose that legislation in Germany proceed independently of this acci-

dent of hereditary succession?… 

This function of interpretation, this careful exclusion of individual origination it is that 

makes it difficult for the impatient original mind to distinguish the popular statesman from 10 

the demagogue. The demagogue sees and seeks self-interest in an acquiescent reading of that 

part of the public thought upon which he depends for votes; the statesman, also reading the 

common inclination, also, when he reads aright, obtains the votes that keep him in power. 

But if you will justly observe the two, you will find the one trimming to the inclinations of 

the moment, the other obedient only to the permanent purposes of the public mind. The 15 

one adjusts his sails to the breeze of the day; the other makes his plans to ripen with the 

slow progress of the years. While the one solicitously watches the capricious changes of the 

weather, the other diligently sows the grains in their seasons. The one ministers to himself, 

the other to the race.… 

There is a familiar anecdote that belongs just here. The captain of a Mississippi steamboat 20 

had made fast to the shore because of a thick fog lying upon the river. The fog lay low and 

dense upon the surface of the water, but overhead all was clear. A cloudless sky showed a 

thousand points of starry light. An impatient passenger inquired the cause of the delay. 

“We can’t see to steer,” said the captain. “But all’s clear overhead,” suggested the passenger, 

“you can see the North Star.” “Yes,” replied the officer, “but we are not going that way.” 25 

Politics must follow the actual windings of the channel: if it steer by the stars it will run 

aground. 
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You may say that if all this be truth: if practical political thought may not run in straight 

lines, but must twist and turn through all the sinuous paths of various circumstance, then 

compromise is the true gospel of politics. I cannot wholly gainsay the proposition. But it 

depends almost altogether upon how you conceive and define compromise whether it seem 

hateful or not, -whether it be hateful or not. I understand the biologists to say that all growth 5 

is a process of compromise: a compromise of the vital forces within the organism with the 

physical forces without, which constitute the environment. Yet growth is not dishonest. 

Neither need compromise in politics be dishonest, -if only it be progressive. Is not com-

promise the law of society in all things? Do we not in all dealings adjust views, compound 

differences, placate antagonisms? Uncompromising thought is the luxury of the closeted 10 

recluse. Untrammelled reasoning is the indulgence of the philosopher, of the dreamer of 

sweet dreams. We make always a sharp distinction between the literature of conduct and 

the literature of the imagination. ’Poetic justice’ we recognize as being quite out of the com-

mon run of experience. 

Nevertheless, leadership does not always wear the harness of compromise. Once and again 15 

one of those great Influences which we call a Cause arises in the midst of a nation. Men of 

strenuous minds and high ideals come forward, with a sort of gentle majesty, as champions 

of a political or moral principle. They wear no armour; they bestride no chargers; they only 

speak their thought, in season and out of season. But the attacks they sustain are more cruel 

than the collisions of arms. Their souls are pierced with a thousand keen arrows of obloquy. 20 

Friends desert and despise them. They stand alone: and oftentimes are made bitter by their 

isolation. They are doing nothing less than defy public opinion, and shall they convert it by 

blows? Yes. Presently the forces of the popular thought hesitate, waver, seem to doubt their 

power to subdue a half score stubborn minds. Again a little while and those forces have 

actually yielded. Masses come over to the side of the reform. Resistance is left to the minor-25 

ity, and such as will not be convinced are crushed.… 

Our slow world spends its time catching up with the ideas of its best minds. It would seem 

that in almost every generation men are born who embody the projected consciousness of 

their time and people. Their thought runs forward apace into the regions whither the race 
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is advancing, but where it will not for many a weary day arrive. A few generations, and that 

point, thus early descried, is passed; the new thoughts of one age are the commonplaces of 

the next. Such is the literary function: it reads the present fragments of thought as com-

pleted wholes, and thus enables the fragments, no doubt, in due time to achieve their com-

pletion. There are, on the other hand, again, other periods which we call periods of critical 5 

thought, and these do not project their ideas as wholes, but speak them incomplete, as parts. 

Whoever can hit the latent conceptions of such a period will receive immediate recognition: 

he is simply the articulate utterance of itself. 

Such a man, of such fortune, was Voltaire. No important distinction can be drawn between 

his mind and the mind of France in the period in which he lived, – except, no doubt, that 10 

the mind of France was diffused, Voltaire’s concentrated. It was an Englishman, doubtless 

who said he would like to slap Voltaire’s face, for then he could feel that he had given France 

the affront direct. I suppose we cannot imagine how happy it must have made a Frenchman 

of the last century to laugh with Voltaire. His hits are indeed palpable: no literary swords-

man but must applaud them. The speed of his style, too, and the swift critical destructive-15 

ness of it are in the highest degree exhilarating and admirable. It is capital sport to ride atilt 

with him against some belated superstition, to see him unseat priest and courtier alike in 

his dashing overthrow of shams. But for us it is not vital sport. The things that he killed are 

now long dead; the things he found it impossible to slay, still triumph over all opponents-

are grown old in conquest. But for a Frenchman of the last century the thing was being 20 

done. To read Voltaire must have made him feel that he was reading his own thoughts; 

laughing his own laugh; speaking his own scorn; speeding his own present impulses. Vol-

taire shocked political and ecclesiastical magnates, but he rejoiced the general mind of 

France. The men whom he attacked felt at once and instinctively that this was not the mere 

premonitory flash from a distant storm, but a bolt from short range; that the danger was 25 

immediate, the need for some shelter of authority an instantaneous need. No wonder the 

people of Paris took the horses from Voltaire’s coach and themselves dragged him through 

the streets. The load ought to have been light, as light as the carriage, for they were pulling 

themselves. The old man inside the coach was presently to die and carry away with him the 
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spirit of the eighteenth century. If Voltaire seriously doubted the existence of a future life, 

we have no grounds for wonder. It is hard to think of him in any world but this. It is awk-

ward to conceive the Eighteenth Century given a place in either of the realms of eternity. It 

would chill the one; it would surely liberalize the other. That singular century does not 

seem to belong in the line of succession to any immortality. 5 

Men who hit the critical, floating thought of their age, seem to me leaders in all but initia-

tive. They are not ahead of their age. They do not conceive its thoughts in future wholes. 

They gather to a head each characteristic sentiment of their day. They are at once listened 

to; they would be followed, if they would but lead.… 
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...The most important factor in getting the right spirit in my Administration, next to the 

insistence upon courage, honesty, and a genuine democracy of desire to serve the plain 

people, was my insistence upon the theory that the executive power was limited only by 

specific restrictions and prohibitions appearing in the Constitution or imposed by the Con-

gress under its Constitutional powers. My view was that every executive officer, and above 5 

all every executive officer in high position, was a steward of the people bound actively and 

affirmatively to do all he could for the people, and not to content himself with the negative 

merit of keeping his talents undamaged in a napkin. I declined to adopt the view that what 

was imperatively necessary for the Nation could not be done by the President unless he 

could find some specific authorization to do it. My belief was that it was not only his right 10 

but his duty to do anything that the needs of the Nation demanded unless such action was 

forbidden by the Constitution or by the laws. Under this interpretation of executive power 

I did and caused to be done many things not previously done by the President and the 

heads of the departments. I did not usurp power, but I did greatly broaden the use of exec-

utive power. In other words, I acted for the public welfare, I acted for the common well-15 

being of all our people, whenever and in whatever manner was necessary, unless prevented 

by direct constitutional or legislative prohibition. I did not care a rap for the mere form and 

show of power; I cared immensely for the use that could be made of the substance.... 

In internal affairs I cannot say that I entered the Presidency with any deliberately planned 

and far-reaching scheme of social betterment. I had, however, certain strong convictions; 20 

and I was on the lookout for every opportunity of realizing those convictions. I was bent 

upon making the Government the most efficient possible instrument in helping the people 

of the United States to better themselves in every way, politically, socially, and industrially. 

I believed with all my heart in real and thoroughgoing democracy, and I wished to make 

this democracy industrial as well as political, although I had only partially formulated the 25 

methods I believed we should follow. I believed in the people's rights, and therefore in Na-

tional rights and States' rights just exactly to the degree in which they severally secured 

popular rights. I believed in invoking the National power with absolute freedom for every 
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National need; and I believed that the Constitution should be treated as the greatest docu-

ment ever devised by the wit of man to aid a people in exercising every power necessary for 

its own betterment, and not as a straitjacket cunningly fashioned to strangle growth. As for 

the particular methods of realizing these various beliefs, I was content to wait and see what 

method might be necessary in each given case as it arose; and I was certain that the cases 5 

would arise fast enough.... 
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“The Study of Administration” 
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November 2, 1886 
Political Science Quarterly 

 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Bryn Mawr College political science professor Woodrow Wilson wrote this essay proposing independent 
regulatory agencies insulated from the political process. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. Why is administrative progress more difficult in democracies? 
 

2. What views does Wilson hold of the American people? 
 

3. How does Wilson distinguish administration from politics? Why should the former be insulated 
from the latter? 

 
4. What role, according to Wilson, should public opinion play in the administration of government? 

 
5. What does Wilson mean when he says that "[w]e can borrow the science of administration"? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
Woodrow Wilson, "The Study of Administration," Political Science Quarterly 2 (July 1887): 197-222. 
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…It is harder for democracy to organize administration than for monarchy. The very com-

pleteness of our most cherished political successes in the past embarrasses us. We have 

enthroned public opinion; and it is forbidden us to hope during its reign for any quick 

schooling of the sovereign in executive expertness or in the conditions of perfect functional 

balance in government. The very fact that we have realized popular rule in its fulness has 5 

made the task of organizing that rule just so much the more difficult. In order to make any 

advance at all we must instruct and persuade a multitudinous monarch called public opin-

ion,—a much less feasible undertaking than to influence a single monarch called a king. An 

individual sovereign will adopt a simple plan and carry it out directly: he will have but one 

opinion, and he will embody that one opinion in one command. But this other sovereign, 10 

the people, will have a score of differing opinions. They can agree upon nothing simple: 

advance must be made through compromise, by a compounding of differences, by a trim-

ming of plans and a suppression of too straightforward principles. There will be a succes-

sion of resolves running through a course of years, a dropping fire of commands running 

through a whole gamut of modifications. 15 

In government, as in virtue, the hardest of hard things is to make progress. Formerly the 

reason for this was that the single person who was sovereign was generally either selfish, 

ignorant, timid, or a fool,—albeit there was now and again one who was wise. Nowadays 

the reason is that the many, the people, who are sovereign have no single ear which one can 

approach, and are selfish, ignorant, timid, stubborn, or foolish with the selfishness, the ig-20 

norances, the stubbornnesses, the timidities, or the follies of several thousand persons,—

albeit there are hundreds who are wise. Once the advantage of the reformer was that the 

sovereign's mind had a definite locality, that it was contained in one man's head, and that 

consequently it could be gotten at; though it was his disadvantage that the mind learned 

only reluctantly or only in small quantities, or was under the influence of some one who let 25 

it learn only the wrong things. Now, on the contrary, the reformer is bewildered by the fact 

that the sovereign's mind has no definite locality, but is contained in a voting majority of 

several million heads; and embarrassed by the fact that the mind of this sovereign also is 

under the influence of favorites, who are none the less favorites in a good old-fashioned 
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sense of the word because they are not persons by preconceived opinions; i.e., prejudices 

which are not to be reasoned with because they are not the children of reason.… 

Even if we had clear insight into all the political past, and could form out of perfectly in-

structed heads a few steady, infallible, placidly wise maxims of government into which all 

sound political doctrine would be ultimately resolvable, would the country act on them? 5 

That is the question. The bulk of mankind is rigidly unphilosophical, and nowadays the 

bulk of mankind votes. A truth must become not only plain but also commonplace before 

it will be seen by the people who go to their work very early in the morning; and not to act 

upon it must involve great and pinching inconveniences before these same people will 

make up their minds to act upon it. 10 

And where is this unphilosophical bulk of mankind more multifarious in its composition 

than in the United States? To know the public mind of this country, one must know the 

mind, not of Americans of the older stocks only, but also of Irishmen, of Germans, of ne-

groes. In order to get a footing for new doctrine, one must influence minds cast in every 

mold of race, minds inheriting every bias of environment, warped by the histories of a score 15 

of different nations, warmed or chilled, closed or expanded by almost every climate of the 

globe. 

So much, then, for the history of the study of administration, and the peculiarly difficult 

conditions under which, entering upon it when we do, we must undertake it. What, now, 

is the subject-matter of this study, and what are its characteristic objects? 20 

II. 

The field of administration is a field of business. It is removed from the hurry and strife of 

politics; it at most points stands apart even from the debatable ground of constitutional 

study. It is a part of political life only as the methods of the counting-house are a part of the 

life of society; only as machinery is part of the manufactured product. But it is, at the same 25 

time, raised very far above the dull level of mere technical detail by the fact that through its 
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greater principles it is directly connected with the lasting maxims of political wisdom, the 

permanent truths of political progress. 

The object of administrative study is to rescue executive methods from the confusion and 

costliness of empirical experiment and set them upon foundations laid deep in stable prin-

ciple. 5 

It is for this reason that we must regard civil-service reform in its present stages as but a 

prelude to a fuller administrative reform. We are now rectifying methods of appointment; 

we must go on to adjust executive functions more fitly and to prescribe better methods of 

executive organization and action. Civil-service reform is thus but a moral preparation for 

what is to follow. It is clearing the moral atmosphere of official life by establishing the sanc-10 

tity of public office as a public trust, and, by making service unpartisan, it is opening the 

way for making it businesslike. By sweetening its motives it is rendering it capable of im-

proving its methods of work.… 

One cannot easily make clear to every one just where administration resides in the various 

departments of any practicable government without entering upon particulars so numer-15 

ous as to confuse and distinctions so minute as to distract. No lines of demarcation, setting 

apart administrative from non-administrative functions, can be run between this and that 

department of government without being run up hill and down dale, over dizzy heights of 

distinction and through dense jungles of statutory enactment, hither and thither around 

"ifs" and "buts," "whens" and "howevers," until they become altogether lost to the common 20 

eye not accustomed to this sort of surveying, and consequently not acquainted with the use 

of the theodolite of logical discernment. A great deal of administration goes about incognito 

to most of the world, being confounded now with political "management," and again with 

constitutional principle.… 

A clear view of the difference between the province of constitutional law and the province 25 

of administrative function ought to leave no room for misconception; and it is possible to 

name some roughly definite criteria upon which such a view can be built. Public admin-

istration is detailed and systematic execution of public law. Every particular application of 
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general law is an act of administration. The assessment and raising of taxes, for instance, 

the hanging of a criminal, the transportation and delivery of the mails, the equipment and 

recruiting of the army and navy, etc., are all obviously acts of administration; but the gen-

eral laws which direct these things to be done are as obviously outside of and above admin-

istration. The broad plans of governmental action are not administrative; the detailed exe-5 

cution of such plans is administrative. Constitutions, therefore, properly concern them-

selves only with those instrumentalities of government which are to control general law. 

Our federal constitution observes this principle in saying nothing of even the greatest of 

the purely executive offices, and speaking only of that President of the Union who was to 

share the legislative and policy-making functions of government, only of those judges of 10 

highest jurisdiction who were to interpret and guard its principles, and not of those who 

were merely to give utterance to them.… 

Just here we manifestly emerge upon the field of that still larger question,—the proper re-

lations between public opinion and administration. 

To whom is official trustworthiness to be disclosed, and by whom is it to be rewarded? Is 15 

the official to look to the public for his need of praise and his push of promotion, or only 

to his superior in office? Are the people to be called in to settle administrative discipline as 

they are called in to settle constitutional principles? These questions evidently find their 

root in what is undoubtedly the fundamental problem of this whole study. That problem 

is: What part shall public opinion take in the conduct of administration? 20 

The right answer seems to be, that public opinion shall play the part of authoritative critic. 

But the method by which its authority shall be made to tell? Our peculiar American diffi-

culty in organizing administration is not the danger of losing liberty, but the danger of not 

being able or willing to separate its essentials from its accidents. Our success is made doubt-

ful by that besetting error of ours, the error of trying to do too much by vote. Self-govern-25 

ment does not consist in having a hand in everything, any more than housekeeping consists 

necessarily in cooking dinner with one's own hands. The cook must be trusted with a large 

discretion as to the management of the fires and the ovens. 
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In those countries in which public opinion has yet to be instructed in its privileges, yet to 

be accustomed to having its own way, this question as to the province of public opinion is 

much more readily soluble than in this country, where public opinion is wide awake and 

quite intent upon having its own way anyhow. It is pathetic to see a whole book written by 

a German professor of political science for the purpose of saying to his countrymen, "Please 5 

try to have an opinion about national affairs"; but a public which is so modest may at least 

be expected to be very docile and acquiescent in learning what things it has not a right to 

think and speak about imperatively. It may be sluggish, but it will not be meddlesome. It 

will submit to be instructed before it tries to instruct. Its political education will come be-

fore its political activity. In trying to instruct our own public opinion, we are dealing with 10 

a pupil apt to think itself quite sufficiently instructed beforehand. 

The problem is to make public opinion efficient without suffering it to be meddlesome. 

Directly exercised, in the oversight of the daily details and in the choice of the daily means 

of government, public criticism is of course a clumsy nuisance, a rustic handling delicate 

machinery. But as superintending the greater forces of formative policy alike in politics and 15 

administration, public criticism is altogether safe and beneficent, altogether indispensable. 

Let administrative study find the best means for giving public criticism this control and for 

shutting it out from all other interference. 

But is the whole duty of administrative study done when it has taught the people what sort 

of administration to desire and demand, and how to get what they demand? Ought it not 20 

to go on to drill candidates for the public service? 

There is an admirable movement towards universal political education now afoot in this 

country. The time will soon come when no college of respectability can afford to do without 

a well-filled chair of political science. But the education thus imparted will go but a certain 

length. It will multiply the number of intelligent critics of government, but it will create no 25 

competent body of administrators. It will prepare the way for the development of a sure-

footed understanding of the general principles of government, but it will not necessarily 
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foster skill in conducting government. It is an education which will equip legislators, per-

haps, but not executive officials. If we are to improve public opinion, which is the motive 

power of government, we must prepare better officials as the apparatus of government. If 

we are to put in new boilers and to mend the fires which drive our governmental machin-

ery, we must not leave the old wheels and joints and valves and bands to creak and buzz 5 

and clatter on as best they may at bidding of the new force. We must put in new running 

parts wherever there is the least lack of strength or adjustment. It will be necessary to or-

ganize democracy by sending up to the competitive examinations for the civil service men 

definitely prepared for standing liberal tests as to technical knowledge. A technically 

schooled civil service will presently have become indispensable.… 10 

The ideal for us is a civil service cultured and self-sufficient enough to act with sense and 

vigor, and yet so intimately connected with the popular thought, by means of elections and 

constant public counsel, as to find arbitrariness of class spirit quite out of the question. 

III. 

Having thus viewed in some sort the subject-matter and the objects of this study of admin-15 

istration, what are we to conclude as to the methods best suited to it—the points of view 

most advantageous for it? 

Government is so near us, so much a thing of our daily familiar handling, that we can with 

difficulty see the need of any philosophical study of it, or the exact point of such study, 

should it be undertaken. We have been on our feet too long to study now the art of walking. 20 

We are a practical people, made so apt, so adept in self-government by centuries of exper-

imental drill, that we are scarcely any longer capable of perceiving the awkwardness of the 

particular system we may be using, just because it is so easy for us to use any system. We 

do not study the art of governing: we govern. But mere unschooled genius for affairs will 

not save us from sad blunders in administration. Though democrats by long inheritance 25 

and repeated choice, we are still rather crude democrats. Old as democracy is, its organiza-

tion on a basis of modern ideas and conditions is still an unaccomplished work. The dem-

ocratic state has yet to be equipped for carrying those enormous burdens of administration 
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which the needs of this industrial and trading age are so fast accumulating. Without com-

parative studies in government we cannot rid ourselves of the misconception that admin-

istration stands upon an essentially different basis in a democratic state from that on which 

it stands in a non-democratic state.… 

We can borrow the science of administration with safety and profit if only we read all fun-5 

damental differences of condition into its essential tenets. We have only to filter it through 

our constitutions, only to put it over a slow fire of criticism and distil away its foreign gases. 

I know that there is a sneaking fear in some conscientiously patriotic minds that studies of 

European systems might signalize some foreign methods as better than some American 

methods; and the fear is easily to be understood. But it would scarcely be avowed in any 10 

just company.… 

Let it be noted that it is the distinction, already drawn, between administration and politics 

which makes the comparative method so safe in the field of administration. When we study 

the administrative systems of France and Germany, knowing that we are not in search of 

political principles, we need not care a peppercorn for the constitutional or political reasons 15 

which Frenchmen or Germans give for their practices when explaining them to us. If I see 

a murderous fellow sharpening a knife cleverly, I can borrow his way of sharpening the 

knife without borrowing his probable intention to commit murder with it; and so, if I see 

a monarchist dyed in the wool managing a public bureau well, I can learn his business 

methods without changing one of my republican spots. He may serve his king; I will con-20 

tinue to serve the people; but I should like to serve my sovereign as well as he serves his. By 

keeping this distinction in view,—that is, by studying administration as a means of putting 

our own politics into convenient practice, as a means of making what is democratically 

politic towards all administratively possible towards each,—we are on perfectly safe 

ground, and can learn without error what foreign systems have to teach us. We thus devise 25 

an adjusting weight for our comparative method of study. We can thus scrutinize the anat-

omy of foreign governments without fear of getting any of their diseases into our veins; 

dissect alien systems without apprehension of blood-poisoning. 
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Our own politics must be the touchstone for all theories. The principles on which to base a 

science of administration for America must be principles which have democratic policy 

very much at heart. And, to suit American habit, all general theories must, as theories, keep 

modestly in the background, not in open argument only, but even in our own minds,—lest 

opinions satisfactory only to the standards of the library should be dogmatically used, as if 5 

they must be quite as satisfactory to the standards of practical politics as well. Doctrinaire 

devices must be postponed to tested practices. Arrangements not only sanctioned by con-

clusive experience elsewhere but also congenial to American habit must be preferred with-

out hesitation to theoretical perfection. In a word, steady, practical statesmanship must 

come first, closet doctrine second. The cosmopolitan what-to-do must always be com-10 

manded by the American how-to-do-it. 

Our duty is, to supply the best possible life to a federal organization, to systems within sys-

tems; to make town, city, county, state, and federal governments live with a like strength 

and an equally assured healthfulness, keeping each unquestionably its own master and yet 

making all interdependent and cooperative, combining independence with mutual help-15 

fulness. The task is great and important enough to attract the best minds. 

This interlacing of local self-government with federal self-government is quite a modern 

conception. It is not like the arrangements of imperial federation in Germany. There local 

government is not yet, fully, local self-government. The bureaucrat is everywhere busy. His 

efficiency springs out of esprit de corps, out of care to make ingratiating obeisance to the 20 

authority of a superior, or at best, out of the soil of a sensitive conscience. He serves, not 

the public, but an irresponsible minister. The question for us is, how shall our series of 

governments within governments be so administered that it shall always be to the interest 

of the public officer to serve, not his superior alone but the community also, with the best 

efforts of his talents and the soberest service of his conscience? How shall such service be 25 

made to his commonest interest by contributing abundantly to his sustenance, to his dear-

est interest by furthering his ambition, and to his highest interest by advancing his honor 

and establishing his character? And how shall this be done alike for the local part and for 

the national whole? 
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If we solve this problem we shall again pilot the world. There is a tendency—is there not?—

a tendency as yet dim, but already steadily impulsive and clearly destined to prevail, to-

wards, first the confederation of parts of empires like the British, and finally of great states 

themselves. Instead of centralization of power, there is to be wide union with tolerated di-

visions of prerogative. This is a tendency towards the American type—of governments 5 

joined with governments for the pursuit of common purposes, in honorary equality and 

honorable subordination. Like principles of civil liberty are everywhere fostering like meth-

ods of government; and if comparative studies of the ways and means of government 

should enable us to offer suggestions which will practicably combine openness and vigor 

in the administration of such governments with ready docility to all serious, well-sustained 10 

public criticism, they will have approved themselves worthy to be ranked among the high-

est and most fruitful of the great departments of political study. That they will issue in such 

suggestions I confidently hope. 
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GOVERNOR FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT (D-NY) 

On Progressive Government 
SPEECH 

September 23, 1932 
Commonwealth Club | San Francisco, California 

 
Commonwealth Club Address 

BACKGROUND 
 
In campaigning for the presidency in 1932, New York Governor Franklin Roosevelt delivered this speech 
at the Commonwealth Club in San Francisco. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What does Roosevelt consider to be the eternal, central question of government? 
 

2. What is Roosevelt's conception of rights? 
 

3. What force has changed the American way of life? 
 

4. What does Roosevelt say is unprecedented about the economic situation of early 1930s America? 
 

5. According to Roosevelt, what is and will be government's new role? Why? 
 

6. Who does Roosevelt say has the power to grant and alter rights? 
 

7. What must business leaders pursue, according to Roosevelt? What is government's role in 
enforcing that? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Campaign Address on Progressive Government at the Commonwealth Club,” 23 September 1932, in The 
Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Vol. 1, ed. Samuel Irving Rosenman (New York: Russell & Russell, 1938), 742-
56. 
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…I want to speak not of politics but of Government. I want to speak not of parties, but of 

universal principles. They are not political, except in that larger sense in which a great 

American once expressed a definition of politics, that nothing in all of human life is foreign 

to the science of politics. 

I do want to give you, however, a recollection of a long life spent for a large part in public 5 

office. Some of my conclusions and observations have been deeply accentuated in these 

past few weeks. I have traveled far—from Albany to the Golden Gate. I have seen many 

people, and heard many things, and today, when in a sense my journey has reached the 

half-way mark, I am glad of the opportunity to discuss with you what it all means to me. 

Sometimes, my friends, particularly in years such as these, the hand of discouragement falls 10 

upon us. It seems that things are in a rut, fixed, settled, that the world has grown old and 

tired and very much out of joint. This is the mood of depression, of dire and weary depres-

sion. But then we look around us in America, and everything tells us that we are wrong. 

America is new. It is in the process of change and development. It has the great potentiali-

ties of youth, and particularly is this true of the great West, and of this coast, and of Cali-15 

fornia. 

I would not have you feel that I regard this as in any sense a new community. I have traveled 

in many parts of the world, but never have I felt the arresting thought of the change and 

development more than here, where the old, mystic East would seem to be near to us, where 

the currents of life and thought and commerce of the whole world meet us. This factor 20 

alone is sufficient to cause man to stop and think of the deeper meaning of things, when he 

stands in this community. 

But more than that, I appreciate that the membership of this club consists of men who are 

thinking in terms beyond the immediate present, beyond their own immediate tasks, be-

yond their own individual interest. I want to invite you, therefore, to consider with me in 25 

the large, some of the relationships of Government and economic life that go deeply into 

our daily lives, our happiness, our future and our security. 
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The issue of Government has always been whether individual men and women will have to 

serve some system of Government or economics, or whether a system of Government and 

economics exists to serve individual men and women. This question has persistently dom-

inated the discussion of Government for many generations. On questions relating to these 

things men have differed, and for time immemorial it is probable that honest men will 5 

continue to differ. 

The final word belongs to no man; yet we can still believe in change and in progress. De-

mocracy, as a dear old friend of mine in Indiana, Meredith Nicholson, has called it, is a 

quest, a never-ending seeking for better things, and in the seeking for these things and the 

striving for them, there are many roads to follow. But, if we map the course of these roads, 10 

we find that there are only two general directions. 

When we look about us, we are likely to forget how hard people have worked to win the 

privilege of Government. The growth of the national Governments of Europe was a strug-

gle for the development of a centralized force in the Nation, strong enough to impose peace 

upon ruling barons. In many instances the victory of the central Government, the creation 15 

of a strong central Government, was a haven of refuge to the individual. The people pre-

ferred the master far away to the exploitation and cruelty of the smaller master near at 

hand. 

But the creators of national Government were perforce ruthless men. They were often cruel 

in their methods, but they did strive steadily toward something that society needed and 20 

very much wanted, a strong central State able to keep the peace, to stamp out civil war, to 

put the unruly nobleman in his place, and to permit the bulk of individuals to live 

safely. The man of ruthless force had his place in developing a pioneer country, just as he 

did in fixing the power of the central Government in the development of Nations. Society 

paid him well for his services and its development. When the development among the Na-25 

tions of Europe, however, had been completed, ambition and ruthlessness, having served 

their term, tended to overstep their mark. 
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There came a growing feeling that Government was conducted for the benefit of a few who 

thrived unduly at the expense of all. The people sought a balancing— a limiting force. There 

came gradually, through town councils, trade guilds, national parliaments, by constitution 

and by popular participation and control, limitations on arbitrary power. 

Another factor that tended to limit the power of those who ruled, was the rise of the ethical 5 

conception that a ruler bore a responsibility for the welfare of his subjects. 

The American colonies were born in this struggle. The American Revolution was a turning 

point in it. After the Revolution the struggle continued and shaped itself in the public life 

of the country. There were those who because they had seen the confusion which attended 

the years of war for American independence surrendered to the belief that popular Gov-10 

ernment was essentially dangerous and essentially unworkable. They were honest people, 

my friends, and we cannot deny that their experience had warranted some measure of fear. 

The most brilliant, honest and able exponent of this point of view was Hamilton. He was 

too impatient of slow-moving methods. Fundamentally he believed that the safety of the 

republic lay in the autocratic strength of its Government, that the destiny of individuals 15 

was to serve that Government, and that fundamentally a great and strong group of central 

institutions, guided by a small group of able and public spirited citizens, could best direct 

all Government. 

But Mr. Jefferson, in the summer of 1776, after drafting the Declaration of Independence 

turned his mind to the same problem and took a different view. He did not deceive himself 20 

with outward forms. Government to him was a means to an end, not an end in itself; it 

might be either a refuge and a help or a threat and a danger, depending on the circum-

stances. We find him carefully analyzing the society for which he was to organize a Gov-

ernment. "We have no paupers. The great mass of our population is of laborers, our rich 

who cannot live without labor, either manual or professional, being few and of moderate 25 

wealth. Most of the laboring class possess property, cultivate their own lands, have families 

and from the demand for their labor, are enabled to exact from the rich and the competent 
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such prices as enable them to feed abundantly, clothe above mere decency, to labor mod-

erately and raise their families." 

These people, he considered, had two sets of rights, those of "personal competency" and 

those involved in acquiring and possessing property. By "personal competency" he meant 

the right of free thinking, freedom of forming and expressing opinions, and freedom of 5 

personal living, each man according to his own lights. To insure the first set of rights, a 

Government must so order its functions as not to interfere with the individual. But even 

Jefferson realized that the exercise of the property rights might so interfere with the rights 

of the individual that the Government, without whose assistance the property rights could 

not exist, must intervene, not to destroy individualism, but to protect it. 10 

You are familiar with the great political duel which followed; and how Hamilton, and his 

friends, building toward a dominant centralized power were at length defeated in the great 

election of 1800, by Mr. Jefferson's party. Out of that duel came the two parties, Republican 

and Democratic, as we know them today. 

So began, in American political life, the new day, the day of the individual against the sys-15 

tem, the day in which individualism was made the great watchword of American life. The 

happiest of economic conditions made that day long and splendid. On the Western fron-

tier, land was substantially free. No one, who did not shirk the task of earning a living, was 

entirely without opportunity to do so. Depressions could, and did, come and go; but they 

could not alter the fundamental fact that most of the people lived partly by selling their 20 

labor and partly by extracting their livelihood from the soil, so that starvation and disloca-

tion were practically impossible. At the very worst there was always the possibility of climb-

ing into a covered wagon and moving west where the untilled prairies afforded a haven for 

men to whom the East did not provide a place. So great were our natural resources that we 

could offer this relief not only to our own people, but to the distressed of all the world; we 25 

could invite immigration from Europe, and welcome it with open arms. 

Traditionally, when a depression came a new section of land was opened in the West; and 

even our temporary misfortune served our manifest destiny. 
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It was in the middle of the nineteenth century that a new force was released and a new 

dream created. The force was what is called the industrial revolution, the advance of steam 

and machinery and the rise of the forerunners of the modern industrial plant. The dream 

was the dream of an economic machine, able to raise the standard of living for everyone; 

to bring luxury within the reach of the humblest; to annihilate distance by steam power and 5 

later by electricity, and to release everyone from the drudgery of the heaviest manual toil. 

It was to be expected that this would necessarily affect Government. Heretofore, Govern-

ment had merely been called upon to produce conditions within which people could live 

happily, labor peacefully, and rest secure. Now it was called upon to aid in the consumma-

tion of this new dream. There was, however, a shadow over the dream. To be made real, it 10 

required use of the talents of men of tremendous will and tremendous ambition, since by 

no other force could the problems of financing and engineering and new developments be 

brought to a consummation. 

So manifest were the advantages of the machine age, however, that the United States fear-

lessly, cheerfully, and, I think, rightly, accepted the bitter with the sweet. It was thought 15 

that no price was too high to pay for the advantages which we could draw from a finished 

industrial system. The history of the last half century is accordingly in large measure a his-

tory of a group of financial Titans, whose methods were not scrutinized with too much 

care, and who were honored in proportion as they produced the results, irrespective of the 

means they used. The financiers who pushed the railroads to the Pacific were always ruth-20 

less, often wasteful, and frequently corrupt; but they did build railroads, and we have them 

today. It has been estimated that the American investor paid for the American railway sys-

tem more than three times over in the process; but despite this fact the net advantage was 

to the United States. As long as we had free land; as long as population was growing by 

leaps and bounds; as long as our industrial plants were insufficient to supply our own 25 

needs, society chose to give the ambitious man free play and unlimited reward provided 

only that he produced the economic plant so much desired. 

During this period of expansion, there was equal opportunity for all and the business of 

Government was not to interfere but to assist in the development of industry. This was 
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done at the request of business men themselves. The tariff was originally imposed for the 

purpose of "fostering our infant industry," a phrase I think the older among you will re-

member as a political issue not so long ago. The railroads were subsidized, sometimes by 

grants of money, oftener by grants of land; some of the most valuable oil lands in the United 

States were granted to assist the financing of the railroad which pushed through the South-5 

west. A nascent merchant marine was assisted by grants of money, or by mail subsidies, so 

that our steam shipping might ply the seven seas. Some of my friends tell me that they do 

not want the Government in business. With this I agree; but I wonder whether they realize 

the implications of the past. For while it has been American doctrine that the Government 

must not go into business in competition with private enterprises, still it has been tradi-10 

tional, particularly in Republican administrations, for business urgently to ask the Govern-

ment to put at private disposal all kinds of Government assistance. The same man who tells 

you that he does not want to see the Government interfere in business—and he means it, 

and has plenty of good reasons for saying so—is the first to go to Washington and ask the 

Government for a prohibitory tariff on his product. When things get just bad enough, as 15 

they did two years ago, he will go with equal speed to the United States Government and 

ask for a loan; and the Reconstruction Finance Corporation is the outcome of it. Each 

group has sought protection from the Government for its own special interests, without 

realizing that the function of Government must be to favor no small group at the expense 

of its duty to protect the rights of personal freedom and of private property of all its citizens. 20 

In retrospect we can now see that the turn of the tide came with the turn of the century. 

We were reaching our last frontier; there was no more free land and our industrial combi-

nations had become great uncontrolled and irresponsible units of power within the 

State. Clear-sighted men saw with fear the danger that opportunity would no longer be 

equal; that the growing corporation, like the feudal baron of old, might threaten the eco-25 

nomic freedom of individuals to earn a living. In that hour, our antitrust laws were born. 

The cry was raised against the great corporations. Theodore Roosevelt, the first great Re-

publican Progressive, fought a Presidential campaign on the issue of "trust busting" and 

talked freely about malefactors of great wealth. If the Government had a policy it was rather 
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to turn the clock back, to destroy the large combinations and to return to the time when 

every man owned his individual small business. 

This was impossible; Theodore Roosevelt, abandoning the idea of "trust busting," was 

forced to work out a difference between "good" trusts and "bad" trusts. The Supreme Court 

set forth the famous "rule of reason" by which it seems to have meant that a concentration 5 

of industrial power was permissible if the method by which it got its power, and the use it 

made of that power, were reasonable. 

Woodrow Wilson, elected in 1912, saw the situation more clearly. Where Jefferson had 

feared the encroachment of political power on the lives of individuals, Wilson knew that 

the new power was financial. He saw, in the highly centralized economic system, the despot 10 

of the twentieth century, on whom great masses of individuals relied for their safety and 

their livelihood, and whose irresponsibility and greed (if they were not controlled) would 

reduce them to starvation and penury. The concentration of financial power had not pro-

ceeded so far in 1912 as it has today; but it had grown far enough for Mr. Wilson to realize 

fully its implications. It is interesting, now, to read his speeches. What is called "radical" 15 

today (and I have reason to know whereof I speak) is mild compared to the campaign of 

Mr. Wilson. "No man can deny," he said, "that the lines of endeavor have more and more 

narrowed and stiffened; no man who knows anything about the development of industry 

in this country can have failed to observe that the larger kinds of credit are more and more 

difficult to obtain unless you obtain them upon terms of uniting your efforts with those 20 

who already control the industry of the country, and nobody can fail to observe that every 

man who tries to set himself up in competition with any process of manufacture which has 

taken place under the control of large combinations of capital will presently fin himself 

either squeezed out or obliged to sell and allow himself to be absorbed." Had there been no 

World War—had Mr. Wilson been able to devote eight years to domestic instead of to in-25 

ternational affairs—we might have had a wholly different situation at the present time. 

However, the then distant roar of European cannon, growing ever louder, forced him to 

abandon the study of this issue. The problem he saw so clearly is left with us as a legacy; 
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and no one of us on either side of the political controversy can deny that it is a matter of 

grave concern to the Government. 

A glance at the situation today only too clearly indicates that equality of opportunity as we 

have known it no longer exists. Our industrial plant is built; the problem just now is 

whether under existing conditions it is not overbuilt. Our last frontier has long since been 5 

reached, and there is practically no more free land. More than half of our people do not live 

on the farms or on lands and cannot derive a living by cultivating their own property. There 

is no safety valve in the form of a Western prairie to which those thrown out of work by 

the Eastern economic machines can go for a new start. We are not able to invite the immi-

gration from Europe to share our endless plenty. We are now providing a drab living for 10 

our own people. 

Our system of constantly rising tariffs has at last reacted against us to the point of closing 

our Canadian frontier on the north, our European markets on the east, many of our Latin-

American markets to the south, and a goodly proportion of our Pacific markets on the west, 

through the retaliatory tariffs of those countries. It has forced many of our great industrial 15 

institutions which exported their surplus production to such countries, to establish plants 

in such countries, within the tariff walls. This has resulted in the reduction of the operation 

of their American plants, and opportunity for employment. 

Just as freedom to farm has ceased, so also the opportunity in business has narrowed. It still 

is true that men can start small enterprises, trusting to native shrewdness and ability to 20 

keep abreast of competitors; but area after area has been preempted altogether by the great 

corporations, and even in the fields which still have no great concerns, the small man starts 

under a handicap. The unfeeling statistics of the past three decades show that the inde-

pendent business man is running a losing race. Perhaps he is forced to the wall; perhaps he 

cannot command credit; perhaps he is "squeezed out," in Mr. Wilson's words, by highly 25 

organized corporate competitors, as your corner grocery man can tell you. Recently a care-

ful study was made of the concentration of business in the United States. It showed that 

our economic life was dominated by some six hundred odd corporations who controlled 
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two-thirds of American industry. Ten million small business men divided the other third. 

More striking still, it appeared that if the process of concentration goes on at the same rate, 

at the end of another century we shall have all American industry controlled by a dozen 

corporations, and run by perhaps a hundred men. Put plainly, we are steering a steady 

course toward economic oligarchy, if we are not there already. 5 

Clearly, all this calls for a reappraisal of values. A mere builder of more industrial plants, a 

creator of more railroad systems, an organizer of m corporations, is as likely to be a danger 

as a help. The day of the great promoter or the financial Titan, to whom we granted any-

thing if only he would build, or develop, is over. Our task now is not discovery or exploita-

tion of natural resources, or necessarily producing more goods. It is the soberer, less dra-10 

matic business of administering resources and plants already in hand, of seeking to reestab-

lish foreign markets for our surplus production, of meeting the problem of underconsump-

tion, of adjusting production to consumption, of distributing wealth and products more 

equitably, of adapting existing economic organizations to the service of the people. The day 

of enlightened administration has come. 15 

Just as in older times the central Government was first a haven of refuge, and then a threat, 

so now in a closer economic system the central and ambitious financial unit is no longer a 

servant of national desire, but a danger. I would draw the parallel one step farther. We did 

not think because national Government had become a threat in the 18th century that there-

fore we should abandon the principle of national Government. Nor today should we aban-20 

don the principle of strong economic units called corporations, merely because their power 

is susceptible of easy abuse. In other times we dealt with the problem of an unduly ambi-

tious central Government by modifying it gradually into a constitutional democratic Gov-

ernment. So today we are modifying and controlling our economic units. 

As I see it, the task of Government in its relation to business is to assist the development of 25 

an economic declaration of rights, an economic constitutional order. This is the common 

task of statesman and business man. It is the minimum requirement of a more permanently 

safe order of things. 
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Happily, the times indicate that to create such an order not only is the proper policy of 

Government, but it is the only line of safety for our economic structures as well. We know, 

now, that these economic units cannot exist unless prosperity is uniform, that is, unless 

purchasing power is well distributed throughout every group in the Nation. That is why 

even the most selfish of corporations for its own interest would be glad to see wages re-5 

stored and unemployment ended and to bring the Western farmer back to his accustomed 

level of prosperity and to assure a permanent safety to both groups. That is why some en-

lightened industries themselves endeavor to limit the freedom of action of each man and 

business group within the industry in the common interest of all; why business men every-

where are asking a form of organization which will bring the scheme of things into balance, 10 

even though it may in some measure qualify the freedom of action of individual units 

within the business. 

The exposition need not further be elaborated. It is brief and incomplete, but you will be 

able to expand it in terms of your own business or occupation without difficulty. I think 

everyone who has actually entered the economic struggle—which means everyone who was 15 

not born to safe wealth—knows in his own experience and his own life that we have now 

to apply the earlier concepts of American Government to the conditions of today. 

The Declaration of Independence discusses the problem of Government in terms of a con-

tract. Government is a relation of give and take, a contract, perforce, if we would follow the 

thinking out of which it grew. Under such a contract rulers were accorded power, and the 20 

people consented to that power on consideration that they be accorded certain rights. The 

task of statesmanship has always been the redefinition of these rights in terms of a changing 

and growing social order. New conditions impose new requirements upon Government 

and those who conduct government. 

I held, for example, in proceedings before me as Governor, the purpose of which was the 25 

removal of the Sheriff of New York, that under modern conditions it was not enough for a 

public official merely to evade the legal terms of official wrongdoing. He owed a positive 

duty as well. I said in substance that if he had acquired large sums of money, he was when 
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accused required to explain the sources of such wealth. To that extent this wealth was col-

ored with a public interest. I said that in financial matters public servants should, even be-

yond private citizens, be held to a stern and uncompromising rectitude. 

I feel that we are coming to a view through the drift of our legislation and our public think-

ing in the past quarter century that private economic power is, to enlarge an old phrase, a 5 

public trust as well. I hold that continued enjoyment of that power by any individual or 

group must depend upon the fulfillment of that trust. The men who have reached the sum-

mit of American business life know this best; happily, many of these urge the binding qual-

ity of this greater social contract. 

The terms of that contract are as old as the Republic, and as new as the new economic order. 10 

Every man has a right to life; and this means that he has also a right to make a comfortable 

living. He may by sloth or crime decline to exercise that right; but it may not be denied 

him. We have no actual famine or dearth; our industrial and agricultural mechanism can 

produce enough and to spare. Our Government formal and informal, political and eco-

nomic, owes to everyone an avenue to possess himself of a portion of that plenty sufficient 15 

for his needs, through his own work. 

Every man has a right to his own property; which means a right to be assured, to the fullest 

extent attainable, in the safety of his savings. By no other means can men carry the burdens 

of those parts of life which, in the nature of things, afford no chance of labor: childhood, 

sickness, old age. In all thought of property, this right is paramount; all other property 20 

rights must yield to it. If, in accord with this principle, we must restrict the operations of 

the speculator, the manipulator, even the financier, I believe we must accept the restriction 

as needful, not to hamper individualism but to protect it. 

These two requirements must be satisfied, in the main, by the individuals who claim and 

hold control of the great industrial and financial combinations which dominate so large a 25 

part of our industrial life. They have undertaken to be, not business men, but princes of 

property. I am not prepared to say that the system which produces them is wrong. I am 
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very clear that they must fearlessly and competently assume the responsibility which goes 

with the power. So many enlightened business men know this that the statement would be 

little more than a platitude, were it not for an added implication. 

This implication is, briefly, that the responsible heads of finance and industry instead of 

acting each for himself, must work together to achieve the common end. They must, where 5 

necessary, sacrifice this or that private advantage; and in reciprocal self-denial must seek a 

general advantage. It is here that formal Government—political Government, if you 

chose—comes in. Whenever in the pursuit of this objective the lone wolf, the unethical 

competitor, the reckless promoter, the Ishmael or Insull whose hand is against every man's, 

declines to join in achieving an end recognized as being for the public welfare, and threat-10 

ens to drag the industry back to a state of anarchy, the Government may properly be asked 

to apply restraint. Likewise, should the group ever use its collective power contrary to the 

public welfare, the Government must be swift to enter and protect the public interest. 

The Government should assume the function of economic regulation only as a last resort, 

to be tried only when private initiative, inspired by high responsibility, with such assistance 15 

and balance as Government can give, has finally failed. As yet there has been no final fail-

ure, because there has been no attempt; and I decline to assume that this Nation is unable 

to meet the situation. 

The final term of the high contract was for liberty and the pursuit of happiness. We have 

learned a great deal of both in the past century. We know that individual liberty and indi-20 

vidual happiness mean nothing unless both are ordered in the sense that one man's meat is 

not another man's poison. We know that the old "rights of personal competency," the right 

to read, to think, to speak, to choose and live a mode of life, must be respected at all hazards. 

We know that liberty to do anything which deprives others of those elemental rights is 

outside the protection of any compact; and that Government in this regard is the mainte-25 

nance of a balance, within which every individual may have a place if he will take it; in 

which every individual may find safety if he wishes it; in which every individual may attain 
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such power as his ability permits, consistent with his assuming the accompanying respon-

sibility. 

All this is a long, slow task. Nothing is more striking than the simple innocence of the men 

who insist, whenever an objective is present, on the prompt production of a patent scheme 

guaranteed to produce a result. Human endeavor is not so simple as that. Government in-5 

cludes the art of formulating a policy, and using the political technique to attain so much 

of that policy as will receive general support; persuading, leading, sacrificing, teaching al-

ways, because the greatest duty of a statesman is to educate. But in the matters of which I 

have spoken, we are learning rapidly, in a severe school. The lessons so learned must not 

be forgotten, even in the mental lethargy of a speculative upturn. We must build toward 10 

the time when a major depression cannot occur again; and if this means sacrificing the easy 

profits of inflationist booms, then let them go; and good riddance. 

Faith in America, faith in our tradition of personal responsibility, faith in our institutions, 

faith in ourselves demand that we recognize the new terms of the old social contract. We 

shall fulfill them, as we fulfilled the obligation of the apparent Utopia which Jefferson im-15 

agined for us in 1776, and which Jefferson, Roosevelt and Wilson sought to bring to reali-

zation. We must do so, lest a rising tide of misery, engendered by our common failure, 

engulf us all. But failure is not an American habit; and in the strength of great hope we 

must all shoulder our common load. 
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Senator Robinson, Members of the Democratic Convention, my friends: 

Here, and in every community throughout the land, we are met at a time of great moment 

to the future of the Nation. It is an occasion to be dedicated to the simple and sincere ex-

pression of an attitude toward problems, the determination of which will profoundly affect 

America. 5 

I come not only as a leader of a party, not only as a candidate for high office, but as one 

upon whom many critical hours have imposed and still impose a grave responsibility. 

For the sympathy, help and confidence with which Americans have sustained me in my 

task I am grateful. For their loyalty I salute the members of our great party, in and out of 

political life in every part of the Union. I salute those of other parties, especially those in 10 

the Congress of the United States who on so many occasions have put partisanship aside. I 

thank the Governors of the several States, their Legislatures, their State and local officials 

who participated unselfishly and regardless of party in our efforts to achieve recovery and 

destroy abuses. Above all I thank the millions of Americans who have borne disaster 

bravely and have dared to smile through the storm. 15 

America will not forget these recent years, will not forget that the rescue was not a mere 

party task. It was the concern of all of us. In our strength we rose together, rallied our en-

ergies together, applied the old rules of common sense, and together survived. 

In those days we feared fear. That was why we fought fear. And today, my friends, we have 

won against the most dangerous of our foes. We have conquered fear. 20 

But I cannot, with candor, tell you that all is well with the world. Clouds of suspicion, tides 

of ill-will and intolerance gather darkly in many places. In our own land we enjoy indeed a 

fullness of life greater than that of most Nations. But the rush of modern civilization itself 

has raised for us new difficulties, new problems which must be solved if we are to preserve 

to the United States the political and economic freedom for which Washington and Jeffer-25 

son planned and fought. 
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Philadelphia is a good city in which to write American history. This is fitting ground on 

which to reaffirm the faith of our fathers; to pledge ourselves to restore to the people a 

wider freedom; to give to 1936 as the founders gave to 1776—an American way of life. 

That very word freedom, in itself and of necessity, suggests freedom from some restraining 

power. In 1776 we sought freedom from the tyranny of a political autocracy—from the 5 

eighteenth century royalists who held special privileges from the crown. It was to perpetu-

ate their privilege that they governed without the consent of the governed; that they denied 

the right of free assembly and free speech; that they restricted the worship of God; that they 

put the average man's property and the average man's life in pawn to the mercenaries of 

dynastic power; that they regimented the people. 10 

And so it was to win freedom from the tyranny of political autocracy that the American 

Revolution was fought. That victory gave the business of governing into the hands of the 

average man, who won the right with his neighbors to make and order his own destiny 

through his own Government. Political tyranny was wiped out at Philadelphia on July 4, 

1776. 15 

Since that struggle, however, man's inventive genius released new forces in our land which 

reordered the lives of our people. The age of machinery, of railroads; of steam and electric-

ity; the telegraph and the radio; mass production, mass distribution—all of these combined 

to bring forward a new civilization and with it a new problem for those who sought to re-

main free. 20 

For out of this modern civilization economic royalists carved new dynasties. New king-

doms were built upon concentration of control over material things. Through new uses of 

corporations, banks and securities, new machinery of industry and agriculture, of labor and 

capital—all undreamed of by the fathers—the whole structure of modern life was im-

pressed into this royal service. 25 

There was no place among this royalty for our many thousands of small business men and 

merchants who sought to make a worthy use of the American system of initiative and 
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profit. They were no more free than the worker or the farmer. Even honest and progressive-

minded men of wealth, aware of their obligation to their generation, could never know just 

where they fitted into this dynastic scheme of things. 

It was natural and perhaps human that the privileged princes of these new economic dyn-

asties, thirsting for power, reached out for control over Government itself. They created a 5 

new despotism and wrapped it in the robes of legal sanction. In its service new mercenaries 

sought to regiment the people, their labor, and their property. And as a result the average 

man once more confronts the problem that faced the Minute Man. 

The hours men and women worked, the wages they received, the conditions of their labor—

these had passed beyond the control of the people, and were imposed by this new industrial 10 

dictatorship. The savings of the average family, the capital of the small business man, the 

investments set aside for old age—other people's money—these were tools which the new 

economic royalty used to dig itself in. 

Those who tilled the soil no longer reaped the rewards which were their right. The small 

measure of their gains was decreed by men in distant cities. 15 

Throughout the Nation, opportunity was limited by monopoly. Individual initiative was 

crushed in the cogs of a great machine. The field open for free business was more and more 

restricted. Private enterprise, indeed, became too private. It became privileged enterprise, 

not free enterprise. 

An old English judge once said: "Necessitous men are not free men." Liberty requires op-20 

portunity to make a living—a living decent according to the standard of the time, a living 

which gives man not only enough to live by, but something to live for. 

For too many of us the political equality we once had won was meaningless in the face of 

economic inequality. A small group had concentrated into their own hands an almost com-

plete control over other people's property, other people's money, other people's labor—25 

other people's lives. For too many of us life was no longer free; liberty no longer real; men 

could no longer follow the pursuit of happiness. 
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Against economic tyranny such as this, the American citizen could appeal only to the or-

ganized power of Government. The collapse of 1929 showed up the despotism for what it 

was. The election of 1932 was the people's mandate to end it. Under that mandate it is being 

ended. 

The royalists of the economic order have conceded that political freedom was the business 5 

of the Government, but they have maintained that economic slavery was nobody's business. 

They granted that the Government could protect the citizen in his right to vote, but they 

denied that the Government could do anything to protect the citizen in his right to work 

and his right to live. 

Today we stand committed to the proposition that freedom is no half-and-half affair. If the 10 

average citizen is guaranteed equal opportunity in the polling place, he must have equal 

opportunity in the market place. 

These economic royalists complain that we seek to overthrow the institutions of America. 

What they really complain of is that we seek to take away their power. Our allegiance to 

American institutions requires the overthrow of this kind of power. In vain they seek to 15 

hide behind the Flag and the Constitution. In their blindness they forget what the Flag and 

the Constitution stand for. Now, as always, they stand for democracy, not tyranny; for free-

dom, not subjection; and against a dictatorship by mob rule and the overprivileged alike. 

The brave and clear platform adopted by this Convention, to which I heartily subscribe, 

sets forth that Government in a modern civilization has certain inescapable obligations to 20 

its citizens, among which are protection of the family and the home, the establishment of a 

democracy of opportunity, and aid to those overtaken by disaster. 

But the resolute enemy within our gates is ever ready to beat down our words unless in 

greater courage we will fight for them. 

For more than three years we have fought for them. This Convention, in every word and 25 

deed, has pledged that that fight will go on. 



1936 Democratic National Convention Speech 
Franklin D. Roosevelt 

ANNOTATIONS                    NOTES & QUESTIONS 
 

6 
Copyright © 2021 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

The defeats and victories of these years have given to us as a people a new understanding 

of our Government and of ourselves. Never since the early days of the New England town 

meeting have the affairs of Government been so widely discussed and so clearly appreci-

ated. It has been brought home to us that the only effective guide for the safety of this most 

worldly of worlds, the greatest guide of all, is moral principle. 5 

We do not see faith, hope and charity as unattainable ideals, but we use them as stout sup-

ports of a Nation fighting the fight for freedom in a modern civilization. 

Faith—in the soundness of democracy in the midst of dictatorships. 

Hope—renewed because we know so well the progress we have made. 

Charity—in the true spirit of that grand old word. For charity literally translated from the 10 

original means love, the love that understands, that does not merely share the wealth of the 

giver, but in true sympathy and wisdom helps men to help themselves. 

We seek not merely to make Government a mechanical implement, but to give it the vi-

brant personal character that is the very embodiment of human charity. 

We are poor indeed if this Nation cannot afford to lift from every recess of American life 15 

the dread fear of the unemployed that they are not needed in the world. We cannot afford 

to accumulate a deficit in the books of human fortitude. 

In the place of the palace of privilege we seek to build a temple out of faith and hope and 

charity. 

It is a sobering thing, my friends, to be a servant of this great cause. We try in our daily 20 

work to remember that the cause belongs not to us, but to the people. The standard is not 

in the hands of you and me alone. It is carried by America. We seek daily to profit from 

experience, to learn to do better as our task proceeds. 
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Governments can err, Presidents do make mistakes, but the immortal Dante tells us that 

divine justice weighs the sins of the cold-blooded and the sins of the warm-hearted in dif-

ferent scales. 

Better the occasional faults of a Government that lives in a spirit of charity than the con-

sistent omissions of a Government frozen in the ice of its own indifference. 5 

There is a mysterious cycle in human events. To some generations much is given. Of other 

generations much is expected. This generation of Americans has a rendezvous with destiny. 

In this world of ours in other lands, there are some people, who, in times past, have lived 

and fought for freedom, and seem to have grown too weary to carry on the fight. They have 

sold their heritage of freedom for the illusion of a living. They have yielded their democ-10 

racy. 

I believe in my heart that only our success can stir their ancient hope. They begin to know 

that here in America we are waging a great and successful war. It is not alone a war against 

want and destitution and economic demoralization. It is more than that; it is a war for the 

survival of democracy. We are fighting to save a great and precious form of government 15 

for ourselves and for the world. 

I accept the commission you have tendered me. I join with you. I am enlisted for the dura-

tion of the war. 
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PRESIDENT FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT (D) 

Annual Message to Congress 
SPEECH EXCERPTS 

January 6, 1941 
Congress | Washington, D.C. 

 
Four Freedoms Speech 

BACKGROUND 
 
President Franklin Roosevelt delivered this state of the union speech to Congress in 1941, later known as 
the Four Freedoms Speech. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What are the three elements of Roosevelt's national policy at this time? 
 

2. What sacrifices does Roosevelt call on Americans to make at this time? 
 

3. What are the four essential freedoms that Roosevelt introduces? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
Franklin Roosevelt, “The Annual Message to the Congress,” 6 January 1941, in The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, Vol. 9, ed. Samuel Irving Rosenman (New York: Russell and Russell, 1969), 663-78. 
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Mr. President, Mr. Speaker, Members of the Seventy-seventh Congress: 

I address you, the Members of the Seventy-seventh Congress, at a moment unprecedented 

in the history of the Union. I use the word “unprecedented,” because at no previous time 

has American security been as seriously threatened from without as it is today. . . . 

Even when the World War broke out in 1914, it seemed to contain only small threat of 5 

danger to our own American future. But, as time went on, the American people began to 

visualize what the downfall of democratic nations might mean to our own democracy. 

We need not overemphasize imperfections in the Peace of Versailles. We need not harp on 

failure of the democracies to deal with problems of world reconstruction. We should re-

member that the Peace of 19191 was far less unjust than the kind of “pacification” which 10 

began even before Munich,2 and which is being carried on under the new order of tyranny 

that seeks to spread over every continent today. The American people have unalterably set 

their faces against that tyranny. 

Every realist knows that the democratic way of life is at this moment being directly assailed 

in every part of the world – assailed either by arms, or by secret spreading of poisonous 15 

propaganda by those who seek to destroy unity and promote discord in nations that are 

still at peace. 

During sixteen long months this assault has blotted out the whole pattern of democratic 

life in an appalling number of independent nations, great and small. The assailants are still 

on the march, threatening other nations, great and small. 20 

Therefore, as your President, performing my constitutional duty to “give to the Congress 

information of the state of the Union,” I find it, unhappily, necessary to report that the 

future and the safety of our country and of our democracy are overwhelmingly involved in 

events far beyond our borders. 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/the-four-freedoms/#footnotes
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/the-four-freedoms/#footnotes
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Armed defense of democratic existence is now being gallantly waged in four continents. If 

that defense fails, all the population and all the resources of Europe, Asia, Africa and Aus-

tralasia will be dominated by the conquerors. Let us remember that the total of those pop-

ulations and their resources in those four continents greatly exceeds the sum total of the 

population and the resources of the whole of the Western Hemisphere – many times over. 5 

In times like these it is immature – and incidentally, untrue – for anybody to brag that an 

unprepared America, single-handed, and with one hand tied behind its back, can hold off 

the whole world. 

No realistic American can expect from a dictator’s peace international generosity, or return 

of true independence, or world disarmament, or freedom of expression, or freedom of re-10 

ligion – or even good business. . . . 

The need of the moment is that our actions and our policy should be devoted primarily – 

almost exclusively – to meeting this foreign peril. For all our domestic problems are now a 

part of the great emergency. 

Just as our national policy in internal affairs has been based upon a decent respect for the 15 

rights and the dignity of all our fellow men within our gates, so our national policy in for-

eign affairs has been based on a decent respect for the rights and dignity of all nations, large 

and small. And the justice of morality must and will win in the end. Our national policy is 

this: 

First, by an impressive expression of the public will and without regard to partisanship, we 20 

are committed to all-inclusive national defense. 

Second, by an impressive expression of the public will and without regard to partisanship, 

we are committed to full support of all those resolute peoples, everywhere, who are resisting 

aggression and are thereby keeping war away from our Hemisphere. By this support, we 

express our determination that the democratic cause shall prevail; and we strengthen the 25 

defense and the security of our own nation. 
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Third, by an impressive expression of the public will and without regard to partisanship, 

we are committed to the proposition that principles of morality and considerations for our 

own security will never permit us to acquiesce in a peace dictated by aggressors and spon-

sored by appeasers. 

We know that enduring peace cannot be bought at the cost of other people’s freedom. 5 

In the recent national election there was no substantial difference between the two great 

parties in respect to that national policy. No issue was fought out on this line before the 

American electorate. Today it is abundantly evident that American citizens everywhere are 

demanding and supporting speedy and complete action in recognition of obvious danger. 

Therefore, the immediate need is a swift and driving increase in our armament production. 10 

. . . 

A free nation has the right to expect full cooperation from all groups. A free nation has the 

right to look to the leaders of business, of labor, and of agriculture to take the lead in stim-

ulating effort, not among other groups but within their own groups. 

The best way of dealing with the few slackers or trouble makers in our midst is, first, to 15 

shame them by patriotic example, and, if that fails, to use the sovereignty of Government 

to save Government. 

As men do not live by bread alone, they do not fight by armaments alone. Those who man 

our defenses, and those behind them who build our defenses, must have the stamina and 

the courage which come from unshakable belief in the manner of life which they are de-20 

fending. The mighty action that we are calling for cannot be based on a disregard of all 

things worth fighting for. 

The Nation takes great satisfaction and much strength from the things which have been 

done to make its people conscious of their individual stake in the preservation of demo-

cratic life in America. Those things have toughened the fiber of our people, have renewed 25 

their faith and strengthened their devotion to the institutions we make ready to protect. 
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Certainly this is no time for any of us to stop thinking about the social and economic prob-

lems which are the root cause of the social revolution which is today a supreme factor in 

the world. 

For there is nothing mysterious about the foundations of a healthy and strong democracy. 

The basic things expected by our people of their political and economic systems are simple. 5 

They are: 

Equality of opportunity for youth and for others. 

Jobs for those who can work. 

Security for those who need it. 

The ending of special privilege for the few. 10 

The preservation of civil liberties for all. 

The enjoyment of the fruits of scientific progress in a wider and constantly rising standard 

of living. 

These are the simple, basic things that must never be lost sight of in the turmoil and unbe-

lievable complexity of our modern world. The inner and abiding strength of our economic 15 

and political systems is dependent upon the degree to which they fulfill these expectations. 

Many subjects connected with our social economy call for immediate improvement. As 

examples: 

We should bring more citizens under the coverage of old-age pensions and unemployment 

insurance. 20 

We should widen the opportunities for adequate medical care. 

We should plan a better system by which persons deserving or needing gainful employment 

may obtain it. 
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I have called for personal sacrifice. I am assured of the willingness of almost all Americans 

to respond to that call. 

A part of the sacrifice means the payment of more money in taxes. In my Budget Message 

I shall recommend that a greater portion of this great defense program be paid for from 

taxation than we are paying today. No person should try, or be allowed, to get rich out of 5 

this program; and the principle of tax payments in accordance with ability to pay should 

be constantly before our eyes to guide our legislation. 

If the Congress maintains these principles, the voters, putting patriotism ahead of pocket-

books, will give you their applause. 

In the future days, which we seek to make secure, we look forward to a world founded upon 10 

four essential human freedoms. 

The first is freedom of speech and expression – everywhere in the world. 

The second is freedom of every person to worship God in his own way – everywhere in the 

world. 

The third is freedom from want – which, translated into world terms, means economic 15 

understandings which will secure to every nation a healthy peacetime life for its inhabitants 

– everywhere in the world. 

The fourth is freedom from fear – which, translated into world terms, means a world-wide 

reduction of armaments to such a point and in such a thorough fashion that no nation will 

be in a position to commit an act of physical aggression against any neighbor – anywhere 20 

in the world. 

That is no vision of a distant millennium. It is a definite basis for a kind of world attainable 

in our own time and generation. That kind of world is the very antithesis of the so-called 

new order of tyranny which the dictators seek to create with the crash of a bomb. 
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To that new order we oppose the greater conception – the moral order. A good society is 

able to face schemes of world domination and foreign revolutions alike without fear. 

Since the beginning of our American history, we have been engaged in change – in a per-

petual peaceful revolution – a revolution which goes on steadily, quietly adjusting itself to 

changing conditions – without the concentration camp3 or the quick-lime in the ditch. The 5 

world order which we seek is the cooperation of free countries, working together in a 

friendly, civilized society. 

This nation has placed its destiny in the hands and heads and hearts of its millions of free 

men and women; and its faith in freedom under the guidance of God. Freedom means the 

supremacy of human rights everywhere. Our support goes to those who struggle to gain 10 

those rights or keep them. Our strength is our unity of purpose. To that high concept there 

can be no end save victory. 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/the-four-freedoms/#footnotes
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PRESIDENT FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT (D) 

Message on the State of the Union 
SPEECH 

January 11, 1944 
Congress | Washington, D.C. 

 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
President Franklin Roosevelt outlined his second or “economic Bill of Rights” while delivering his state of 
the union address to Congress looking forward to post-war policies. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What does Roosevelt consider our "political rights"? 
 

2. Why are those political rights no longer adequate, according to Roosevelt? 
 

3. How would the government go about securing things such as a right to a decent living or 
recreation? 

 
4. What or who in America does Roosevelt label as Fascistic? 

 
5. Who is the source for all these rights? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
Franklin Roosevelt, “Message on the State of the Union,” 11 January 1944, in The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt, Vol. 13, ed. Samuel Irving Rosenman (New York: Harper, 1950), 40-42.  
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It is our duty now to begin to lay the plans and determine the strategy for the winning of a 

lasting peace and the establishment of an American standard of living higher than ever 

before known. We cannot be content, no matter how high that general standard of living 

may be, if some fraction of our people—whether it be one-third or one-fifth or one-tenth—

is ill-fed, ill-clothed, ill-housed, and insecure. 5 

This Republic had its beginning, and grew to its present strength, under the protection of 

certain inalienable political rights—among them the right of free speech, free press, free 

worship, trial by jury, freedom from unreasonable searches and seizures. They were 

our rights to life and liberty. 

As our Nation has grown in size and stature, however—as our industrial economy ex-10 

panded—these political rights proved inadequate to assure us equality in the pursuit of 

happiness. 

We have come to a clear realization of the fact that true individual freedom cannot exist 

without economic security and independence. "Necessitous men are not free men." People 

who are hungry and out of a job are the stuff of which dictatorships are made. 15 

In our day these economic truths have become accepted as self-evident. We have accepted, 

so to speak, a second Bill of Rights under which a new basis of security and prosperity can 

be established for all—regardless of station, race, or creed. 

Among these are: 

The right to a useful and remunerative job in the industries or shops or farms or mines of 20 

the Nation; 

The right to earn enough to provide adequate food and clothing and recreation; 

The right of every farmer to raise and sell his products at a return which will give him and 

his family a decent living; 
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The right of every businessman, large and small, to trade in an atmosphere of freedom from 

unfair competition and domination by monopolies at home or abroad; 

The right of every family to a decent home; 

The right to adequate medical care and the opportunity to achieve and enjoy good health; 

The right to adequate protection from the economic fears of old age, sickness, accident, 5 

and unemployment; 

The right to a good education. 

All of these rights spell security. And after this war is won we must be prepared to move 

forward, in the implementation of these rights, to new goals of human happiness and well-

being. 10 

America's own rightful place in the world depends in large part upon how fully these and 

similar rights have been carried into practice for our citizens. For unless there is security 

here at home there cannot be lasting peace in the world. 

One of the great American industrialists of our day—a man who has rendered yeoman 

service to his country in this crisis—recently emphasized the grave dangers of "rightist re-15 

action" in this Nation. All clear-thinking businessmen share his concern. Indeed, if such 

reaction should develop—if history were to repeat itself and we were to return to the so-

called "normalcy" of the 1920's—then it is certain that even though we shall have conquered 

our enemies on the battlefields abroad, we shall have yielded to the spirit of Fascism here 

at home. 20 

I ask the Congress to explore the means for implementing this economic bill of rights—for 

it is definitely the responsibility of the Congress so to do. Many of these problems are al-

ready before committees of the Congress in the form of proposed legislation. I shall from 

time to time communicate with the Congress with respect to these and further proposals. 
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In the event that no adequate program of progress is evolved, I am certain that the Nation 

will be conscious of the fact. 

Our fighting men abroad—and their families at home—expect such a program and have 

the right to insist upon it. It is to their demands that this Government should pay heed 

rather than the whining demands of selfish pressure groups who seek to feather their nests 5 

while young Americans are dying.  

The foreign policy that we have been following—the policy that guided us at Moscow, 

Cairo, and Teheran—is based on the common sense principle which was best expressed by 

Benjamin Franklin on July 4, 1776: "We must all hang together, or assuredly we shall all 

hang separately." 10 

I have often said that there are no two fronts for America in this war. There is only one 

front. There is one line of unity which extends from the hearts of the people at home to the 

men of our attacking forces in our farthest outposts. When we speak of our total effort, we 

speak of the factory and the field, and the mine as well as of the battleground—we speak of 

the soldier and the civilian, the citizen and his Government. 15 

Each and every one of us has a solemn obligation under God to serve this Nation in its most 

critical hour—to keep this Nation great—to make this Nation greater in a better world. 
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PRESIDENT LYNDON B. JOHNSON (D) 

Remarks at the University of Michigan 
SPEECH 

May 22, 1964 
Michigan Stadium | Ann Arbor, Michigan 

 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
President Lyndon Johnson delivered this address to the graduating class of 1964 at the University of 
Michigan. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What are the features of Johnson's "Great Society"? 
 

2. What ills does Johnson see in America that necessitate such a program? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
Lyndon B. Johnson, “Remarks at the University of Michigan,” 22 May 1964, in Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: 
Lyndon B. Johnson, 1963-64, Vol. 1 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1965), 704-07.  
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President Hatcher, Governor Romney, Senators McNamara and Hart, Congressmen 

Meader and Staebler, and other members of the fine Michigan delegation, members of the 

graduating class, my fellow Americans: 

It is a great pleasure to be here today. This university has been coeducational since 1870, 

but I do not believe it was on the basis of your accomplishments that a Detroit high school 5 

girl said, "In choosing a college, you first have to decide whether you want a coeducational 

school or an educational school." 

Well, we can find both here at Michigan, although perhaps at different hours. 

I came out here today very anxious to meet the Michigan student whose father told a friend 

of mine that his son's education had been a real value. It stopped his mother from bragging 10 

about him. 

I have come today from the turmoil of your Capital to the tranquility of your campus to 

speak about the future of your country. 

The purpose of protecting the life of our Nation and preserving the liberty of our citizens 

is to pursue the happiness of our people. Our success in that pursuit is the test of our success 15 

as a Nation. 

For a century we labored to settle and to subdue a continent. For half a century we called 

upon unbounded invention and untiring industry to create an order of plenty for all of our 

people. 

The challenge of the next half century is whether we have the wisdom to use that wealth to 20 

enrich and elevate our national life, and to advance the quality of our American civilization. 

Your imagination, your initiative, and your indignation will determine whether we build a 

society where progress is the servant of our needs, or a society where old values and new 

visions are buried under unbridled growth. For in your time we have the opportunity to 
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move not only toward the rich society and the powerful society, but upward to the Great 

Society. 

The Great Society rests on abundance and liberty for all. It demands an end to poverty and 

racial injustice, to which we are totally committed in our time. But that is just the beginning. 

The Great Society is a place where every child can find knowledge to enrich his mind and 5 

to enlarge his talents. It is a place where leisure is a welcome chance to build and reflect, 

not a feared cause of boredom and restlessness. It is a place where the city of man serves 

not only the needs of the body and the demands of commerce but the desire for beauty and 

the hunger for community. 

It is a place where man can renew contact with nature. It is a place which honors creation 10 

for its own sake and for what it adds to the understanding of the race. It is a place where 

men are more concerned with the quality of their goals than the quantity of their goods. 

But most of all, the Great Society is not a safe harbor, a resting place, a final objective, a 

finished work. It is a challenge constantly renewed, beckoning us toward a destiny where 

the meaning of our lives matches the marvelous products of our labor. 15 

So I want to talk to you today about three places where we begin to build the Great Society-

-in our cities, in our countryside, and in our classrooms. 

Many of you will live to see the day, perhaps 50 years from now, when there will be 400 

million Americans four-fifths of them in urban areas. In the remainder of this century ur-

ban population will double, city land will double, and we will have to build homes, high-20 

ways, and facilities equal to all those built since this country was first settled. So in the next 

40 years we must rebuild the entire urban United States. 

Aristotle said: "Men come together in cities in order to live, but they remain together in 

order to live the good life." It is harder and harder to live the good life in American cities 

today. 25 
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The catalog of ills is long: there is the decay of the centers and the despoiling of the suburbs. 

There is not enough housing for our people or transportation for our traffic. Open land is 

vanishing and old landmarks are violated. 

Worst of all expansion is eroding the precious and time honored values of community with 

neighbors and communion with nature. The loss of these values breeds loneliness and 5 

boredom and indifference. 

Our society will never be great until our cities are great. Today the frontier of imagination 

and innovation is inside those cities and not beyond their borders. 

New experiments are already going on. It will be the task of your generation to make the 

American city a place where future generations will come, not only to live but to live the 10 

good life. 

I understand that if I stayed here tonight I would see that Michigan students are really doing 

their best to live the good life. 

This is the place where the Peace Corps was started. It is inspiring to see how all of you, 

while you are in this country, are trying so hard to live at the level of the people. 15 

A second place where we begin to build the Great Society is in our countryside. We have 

always prided ourselves on being not only America the strong and America the free, but 

America the beautiful. Today that beauty is in danger. The water we drink, the food we eat, 

the very air that we breathe, are threatened with pollution. Our parks are overcrowded, our 

seashores overburdened. Green fields and dense forests are disappearing. 20 

A few years ago we were greatly concerned about the "Ugly American." Today we must act 

to prevent an ugly America. 

For once the battle is lost, once our natural splendor is destroyed, it can never be recap-

tured. And once man can no longer walk with beauty or wonder at nature his spirit will 

wither and his sustenance be wasted. 25 
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A third place to build the Great Society is in the classrooms of America. There your chil-

dren's lives will be shaped. Our society will not be great until every young mind is set free 

to scan the farthest reaches of thought and imagination. We are still far from that goal. 

Today, 8 million adult Americans, more than the entire population of Michigan, have not 

finished 5 years of school. Nearly 20 million have not finished 8 years of school. Nearly 54 5 

million--more than one-quarter of all America--have not even finished high school. 

Each year more than 100,000 high school graduates, with proved ability, do not enter col-

lege because they cannot afford it. And if we cannot educate today's youth, what will we do 

in 1970 when elementary school enrollment will be 5 million greater than 1960? And high 

school enrollment will rise by 5 million. College enrollment will increase by more than 3 10 

million. 

In many places, classrooms are overcrowded and curricula are outdated. Most of our qual-

ified teachers are underpaid, and many of our paid teachers are unqualified. So we must 

give every child a place to sit and a teacher to learn from. Poverty must not be a bar to 

learning, and learning must offer an escape from poverty. 15 

But more classrooms and more teachers are not enough. We must seek an educational sys-

tem which grows in excellence as it grows in size. This means better training for our teach-

ers. It means preparing youth to enjoy their hours of leisure as well as their hours of labor. 

It means exploring new techniques of teaching, to find new ways to stimulate the love of 

learning and the capacity for creation. 20 

These are three of the central issues of the Great Society. While our Government has many 

programs directed at those issues, I do not pretend that we have the full answer to those 

problems. 

But I do promise this: We are going to assemble the best thought and the broadest 

knowledge from all over the world to find those answers for America. I intend to establish 25 

working groups to prepare a series of White House conferences and meetings-on the cities, 

on natural beauty, on the quality of education, and on other emerging challenges. And from 
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these meetings and from this inspiration and from these studies we will begin to set our 

course toward the Great Society. 

The solution to these problems does not rest on a massive program in Washington, nor can 

it rely solely on the strained resources of local authority. They require us to create new 

concepts of cooperation, a creative federalism, between the National Capital and the leaders 5 

of local communities. 

Woodrow Wilson once wrote: "Every man sent out from his university should be a man of 

his Nation as well as a man of his time." 

Within your lifetime powerful forces, already loosed, will take us toward a way of life be-

yond the realm of our experience, almost beyond the bounds of our imagination. 10 

For better or for worse, your generation has been appointed by history to deal with those 

problems and to lead America toward a new age. You have the chance never before afforded 

to any people in any age. You can help build a society where the demands of morality, and 

the needs of the spirit, can be realized in the life of the Nation. 

So, will you join in the battle to give every citizen the full equality which God enjoins and 15 

the law requires, whatever his belief, or race, or the color of his skin? 

Will you join in the battle to give every citizen an escape from the crushing weight of pov-

erty? 

Will you join in the battle to make it possible for all nations to live in enduring peace--as 

neighbors and not as mortal enemies ? 20 

Will you join in the battle to build the Great Society, to prove that our material progress is 

only the foundation on which we will build a richer life of mind and spirit? 

There are those timid souls who say this battle cannot be won; that we are condemned to a 

soulless wealth. I do not agree. We have the power to shape the civilization that we want. 

But we need your will, your labor, your hearts, if we are to build that kind of society. 25 
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Those who came to this land sought to build more than just a new country. They sought a 

new world. So I have come here today to your campus to say that you can make their vision 

our reality. So let us from this moment begin our work so that in the future men will look 

back and say: It was then, after a long and weary way, that man turned the exploits of his 

genius to the full enrichment of his life. 5 

Thank you. Goodbye. 
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We meet to celebrate the birthday of America. The coming of a new life always excites our 

interest. Although we know in the case of the individual that it has been an infinite repeti-

tion reaching back beyond our vision, that only makes it the more wonderful. But how our 

interest and wonder increase when we behold the miracle of the birth of a new nation. It is 

to pay our tribute of reverence and respect to those who participated in such a mighty event 5 

that we annually observe the fourth day of July. Whatever may have been the impression 

created by the news which went out from this city on that summer day in 1776, there can 

be no doubt as to the estimate which is now placed upon it. At the end of 150 years the four 

corners of the earth unite in coming to Philadelphia as to a holy shrine in grateful acknowl-

edgement of a service so great, which a few inspired men here rendered to humanity, that 10 

it is still the preeminent support of free government throughout the world. 

Although a century and a half measured in comparison with the length of human experi-

ence is but a short time, yet measured in the life of governments and nations it ranks as a 

very respectable period. Certainly enough time has elapsed to demonstrate with a great deal 

of thoroughness the value of our institutions and their dependability as rules for the regu-15 

lation of human conduct and the advancement of civilization. They have been in existence 

long enough to become very well seasoned. They have met, and met successfully, the test 

of experience.  

It is not so much then for the purpose of undertaking to proclaim new theories and prin-

ciples that this annual celebration is maintained, but rather to reaffirm and reestablish 20 

those old theories and principles which time and the unerring logic of events have demon-

strated to be sound. Amid all the clash of conflicting interests, amid all the welter of partisan 

politics, every American can turn for solace and consolation to the Declaration of Inde-

pendence and the Constitution of the United States with the assurance and confidence that 

those two great charters of freedom and justice remain firm and unshaken. Whatever perils 25 

appear, whatever dangers threaten, the Nation remains secure in the knowledge that the 

ultimate application of the law of the land will provide an adequate defense and protection.  
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It is little wonder that people at home and abroad consider Independence Hall as hallowed 

ground and revere the Liberty Bell as a sacred relic. That pile of bricks and mortar, that 

mass of metal, might appear to the uninstructed as only the outgrown meeting place and 

the shattered bell of a former time, useless now because of more modern conveniences, but 

to those who know they have become consecrated by the use which men have made of 5 

them. They have long been identified with a great cause. They are the framework of a spir-

itual event. The world looks upon them, because of their associations of one hundred and 

fifty years ago, as it looks upon the Holy Land because of what took place there nineteen 

hundred years ago. Through use for a righteous purpose they have become sanctified. 

It is not here necessary to examine in detail the causes which led to the American Revolu-10 

tion. In their immediate occasion they were largely economic. The colonists objected to the 

navigation laws which interfered with their trade, they denied the power of Parliament to 

impose taxes which they were obliged to pay, and they therefore resisted the royal gover-

nors and the royal forces which were sent to secure obedience to these laws. But the con-

viction is inescapable that a new civilization had come, a new spirit had arisen on this side 15 

of the Atlantic more advanced and more developed in its regard for the rights of the indi-

vidual than that which characterized the Old World. Life in a new and open country had 

aspirations which could not be realized in any subordinate position. A separate establish-

ment was ultimately inevitable. It had been decreed by the very laws of human nature. Man 

everywhere has an unconquerable desire to be the master of his own destiny. 20 

We are obliged to conclude that the Declaration of Independence represented the move-

ment of a people. It was not, of course, a movement from the top. Revolutions do not come 

from that direction. It was not without the support of many of the most respectable people 

in the Colonies, who were entitled to all the consideration that is given to breeding, educa-

tion, and possessions. It had the support of another element of great significance and im-25 

portance to which I shall later refer. But the preponderance of all those who occupied a 

position which took on the aspect of aristocracy did not approve of the Revolution and held 

toward it an attitude either of neutrality or open hostility. It was in no sense a rising of the 

oppressed and downtrodden. It brought no scum to the surface, for the reason that colonial 
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society had developed no scum. The great body of the people were accustomed to priva-

tions, but they were free from depravity. If they had poverty, it was not of the hopeless kind 

that afflicts great cities, but the inspiring kind that marks the spirit of the pioneer. The 

American Revolution represented the informed and mature convictions of a great mass of 

independent, liberty-loving, God-fearing people who knew their rights, and possessed the 5 

courage to dare to maintain them. 

The Continental Congress was not only composed of great men, but it represented a great 

people. While its members did not fail to exercise a remarkable leadership, they were 

equally observant of their representative capacity. They were industrious in encouraging 

their constituents to instruct them to support independence. But until such instructions 10 

were given they were inclined to withhold action. 

While North Carolina has the honor of first authorizing its delegates to concur with other 

Colonies in declaring independence, it was quickly followed by South Carolina and Geor-

gia, which also gave general instructions broad enough to include such action. But the first 

instructions which unconditionally directed its delegates to declare for independence came 15 

from the great Commonwealth of Virginia. These were immediately followed by Rhode 

Island and Massachusetts, while the other Colonies, with the exception of New York, soon 

adopted a like course. 

This obedience of the delegates to the wishes of their constituents, which in some cases 

caused them to modify their previous positions, is a matter of great significance. It reveals 20 

an orderly process of government in the first place; but more than that, it demonstrates that 

the Declaration of Independence was the result of the seasoned and deliberate thought of 

the dominant portion of the people of the Colonies. Adopted after long discussion and as 

the result of the duly authorized expression of the preponderance of public opinion, it did 

not partake of dark intrigue or hidden conspiracy. It was well advised. It had about it noth-25 

ing of the lawless and disordered nature of a riotous insurrection. It was maintained on a 

plane which rises above the ordinary conception of rebellion. It was in no sense a radical 

movement but took on the dignity of a resistance to illegal usurpations. It was conservative 
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and represented the action of the colonists to maintain their constitutional rights which 

from time immemorial had been guaranteed to them under the law of the land. 

When we come to examine the action of the Continental Congress in adopting the Decla-

ration of Independence in the light of what was set out in that great document and in the 

light of succeeding events, we can not escape the conclusion that it had a much broader 5 

and deeper significance than a mere secession of territory and the establishment of a new 

nation. Events of that nature have been  taking place since the dawn of history. One empire 

after another has arisen, only to crumble away as its constituent parts separated from each 

other and set up independent governments of their own. Such actions long ago became 

commonplace. They have occurred too often to hold the attention of the world and com-10 

mand the admiration and reverence of humanity. There is something beyond the establish-

ment of a new nation, great as that event would be, in the Declaration of Independence 

which has ever since caused it to be regarded as one of the great charters that not only was 

to liberate America but was everywhere to ennoble humanity. 

It was not because it was proposed to establish a new nation, but because it was proposed 15 

to establish a nation on new principles, that July 4, 1776, has come to be regarded as one of 

the greatest days in history. Great ideas do not burst upon the world unannounced. They 

are reached by a gradual development over a length of time usually proportionate to their 

importance. This is especially true of the principles laid down in the Declaration of Inde-

pendence. Three very definite propositions were set out in its preamble regarding the na-20 

ture of mankind and therefore of government. These were the doctrine that all men are 

created equal, that they are endowed with certain inalienable rights, and that therefore the 

source of the just powers of government must be derived from the consent of the governed. 

If no one is to be accounted as born into a superior station, if there is to be no ruling class, 

and if all possess rights which can neither be bartered away nor taken from them by any 25 

earthly power, it follows as a matter of course that the practical authority of the Govern-

ment has to rest on the consent of the governed. While these principles were not altogether 

new in political action, and were very far from new in political speculation, they had never 
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been assembled before and declared in such a combination. But remarkable as this may be, 

it is not the chief distinction of the Declaration of Independence. The importance of polit-

ical speculation is not to be underestimated, as I shall presently disclose. Until the idea is 

developed and the plan made there can be no action. 

It was the fact that our Declaration of Independence containing these immortal truths was 5 

the political action of a duly authorized and constituted representative public body in its 

sovereign capacity, supported by the force of general opinion and by the armies of Wash-

ington already in the field, which makes it the most important civil document in the world. 

It was not only the principles declared, but the fact that therewith a new nation was born 

which was to be founded upon those principles and which from that time forth in its de-10 

velopment has actually maintained those principles, that makes this pronouncement an 

incomparable event in the history of government. It was an assertion that a people had 

arisen determined to make every necessary sacrifice for the support of these truths and by 

their practical application bring the War of Independence to a successful conclusion and 

adopt the Constitution of the United States with all that it has meant to civilization. 15 

The idea that the people have a right to choose their own rulers was not new in political 

history. It was the foundation of every popular attempt to depose an undesirable king. This 

right was set out with a good deal of detail by the Dutch when as early as July 26, 1581, they 

declared their independence of Philip of Spain. In their long struggle with the Stuarts the 

British people asserted the same principles, which finally culminated in the Bill of Rights 20 

deposing the last of that house and placing William and Mary on the throne. In each of 

these cases sovereignty through divine right was displaced by sovereignty through the con-

sent of the people. Running through the same documents, though expressed in different 

terms, is the clear inference of inalienable rights. But we should search these charters in 

vain for an assertion of the doctrine of equality. This principle had not before appeared as 25 

an official political declaration of any nation. It was profoundly revolutionary. It is one of 

the corner stones of American institutions. 
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But if these truths to which the declaration refers have not before been adopted in their 

combined entirety by national authority, it is a fact that they had been long pondered and 

often expressed in political speculation. It is generally assumed that French thought had 

some effect upon our public mind during Revolutionary days. This may have been true. 

But the principles of our declaration had been under discussion in the Colonies for nearly 5 

two generations before the advent of the French political philosophy that characterized the 

middle of the eighteenth century. In fact, they come from an earlier date. A very positive 

echo of what the Dutch had done in 1581, and what the English were preparing to do, ap-

pears in the assertion of the Reverend Thomas Hooker of Connecticut as early as 1638, 

when he said in a sermon before the General Court that— 10 

“The foundation of authority is laid in the free consent of the people. 

“The choice of public magistrates belongs unto the people by God’s own allowance.” 

This doctrine found wide acceptance among the nonconformist clergy who later made up 

the Congregational Church. The great apostle of this movement was the Reverend John 

Wise, of Massachusetts. He was one of the leaders of the revolt against the royal governor 15 

Andros in 1687, for which he suffered imprisonment. He was a liberal in ecclesiastical con-

troversies. He appears to have been familiar with the writings of the political scientist, Sam-

uel Pufendorf, who was born in Saxony in 1632. Wise published a treatise, entitled “The 

Church’s Quarrel Espoused,” in 1710, which was amplified in another publication in 1717. 

In it he dealt with the principles of civil government. His works were reprinted in 1772 and 20 

have been declared to have been nothing less than a textbook of liberty for our Revolution-

ary fathers. 

While the written word was the foundation, it is apparent that the spoken word was the 

vehicle for convincing the people. This came with great force and wide range from the suc-

cessors of Hooker and Wise. It was carried on with a missionary spirit which did not fail to 25 

reach the Scotch-Irish of North Carolina, showing its influence by significantly making that 
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Colony the first to give instructions to its delegates looking to independence. This preach-

ing reached the neighborhood of Thomas Jefferson, who acknowledged that his “best ideas 

of democracy” had been secured at church meetings. 

That these ideas were prevalent in Virginia is further revealed by the Declaration of Rights, 

which was prepared by George Mason and presented to the general assembly on May 27, 5 

1776. This document asserted popular sovereignty and inherent natural rights, but con-

fined the doctrine of equality to the assertion that “All men are created equally free and 

independent.” It can scarcely be imagined that Jefferson was unacquainted with what had 

been done in his own Commonwealth of Virginia when he took up the task of drafting the 

Declaration of Independence. But these thoughts can very largely be traced back to what 10 

John Wise was writing in 1710. He said, “Every man must be acknowledged equal to every 

man.” Again, “The end of all good government is to cultivate humanity and promote the 

happiness of all and the good of every man in all his rights, his life, liberty, estate, honor, 

and so forth....” 

And again, “For as they have a power every man in his natural state, so upon combination 15 

they can and do bequeath this power to others and settle it according as their united dis-

cretion shall  determine.” And still again, “Democracy is Christ’s government in church 

and state.” Here was the doctrine of equality, popular sovereignty, and the substance of the 

theory of inalienable rights clearly asserted by Wise at the opening of the eighteenth cen-

tury, just as we have the principle of the consent of the governed stated by Hooker as early 20 

as 1638. 

When we take all these circumstances into consideration, it is but natural that the first par-

agraph of the Declaration of Independence should open with a reference to Nature’s God 

and should close in the final paragraphs with an appeal to the Supreme Judge of the world 

and an assertion of a firm reliance on Divine Providence. Coming from these sources, hav-25 

ing as it did this background, it is no wonder that Samuel Adams could say “The people 

seem to recognize this resolution as though it were a decree promulgated from heaven.”  
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No one can examine this record and escape the conclusion that in the great outline of its 

principles the Declaration was the result of the religious teachings of the preceding period. 

The profound philosophy which Jonathan Edwards applied to theology, the popular 

preaching of George Whitefield, had aroused the thought and stirred the people of the Col-

onies in preparation for this great event. No doubt the speculations which had been going 5 

on in England, and especially on the Continent, lent their influence to the general senti-

ment of the times. Of course, the world is always influenced by all the experience and all 

the thought of the past. But when we come to a contemplation of the immediate conception 

of the principles of human relationship which went into the Declaration of Independence 

we are not required to extend our search beyond our own shores. They are found in the 10 

texts, the sermons, and the writings of the early colonial clergy who were earnestly under-

taking to instruct their congregations in the great mystery of how to live. They preached 

equality because they believed in the fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man. They 

justified freedom by the text that we are all created in the divine image, all partakers of the 

divine spirit. 15 

Placing every man on a plane where he acknowledged no superiors, where no one possessed 

any right to rule over him, he must inevitably choose his own rulers through a system of 

self-government. This was their theory of democracy. In those days such doctrines would 

scarcely have been permitted to flourish and spread in any other country. This was the 

purpose which the fathers cherished. In order that they might have freedom to express 20 

these thoughts and opportunity to put them into action, whole congregations with their 

pastors had migrated to the colonies. These great truths were in the air that our people 

breathed. Whatever else we may say of it, the Declaration of Independence was profoundly 

American. 

If this apprehension of the facts be correct, and the documentary evidence would appear to 25 

verify it, then certain conclusions are bound to follow. A spring will cease to flow if its 

source be dried up; a tree will wither if its roots be destroyed. In its main features the Dec-

laration of Independence is a great spiritual document. It is a declaration not of material 

but of spiritual conceptions. Equality, liberty, popular sovereignty, the rights of man—these 
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are not elements which we can see and touch. They are ideals. They have their source and 

their roots in the religious convictions. They belong to the unseen world. Unless the faith 

of the American people in these religious convictions is to endure, the principles of our 

Declaration will perish. We can not continue to enjoy the result if we neglect and abandon 

the cause. 5 

We are too prone to overlook another conclusion. Governments do not make ideals, but 

ideals make governments. This is both historically and logically true. Of course the govern-

ment can help to sustain ideals and can create institutions through which they can be the 

better observed, but their source by their very nature is in the people. The people have to 

bear their own responsibilities. There is no method by which that burden can be shifted to 10 

the government. It is not the enactment, but the observance of laws, that creates the char-

acter of a nation. 

About the Declaration there is a finality that is exceedingly restful. It is often asserted that 

the world has made a great deal of progress since 1776, that we have had new thoughts and 

new experiences which have given us a great advance over the people of that day, and that 15 

we may therefore very well discard their conclusions for something more modern. But that 

reasoning can not be applied to this great charter. If all men are created equal, that is final. 

If they are endowed with inalienable rights, that is final. If governments derive their just 

powers from the consent of the governed, that is final. No advance, no progress can be 

made beyond these propositions. If anyone wishes to deny their truth or their soundness, 20 

the only direction in which he can proceed historically is not forward, but backward toward 

the time when there was no equality, no rights of the individual, no rule of the people. 

Those who wish to proceed in that direction can not lay claim to progress. They are reac-

tionary. Their ideas are not more modern, but more ancient, than those of the Revolution-

ary fathers. 25 

In the development of its institutions America can fairly claim that it has remained true to 

the principles which were declared 150 years ago. In all the essentials we have achieved an 

equality which was never possessed by any other people. Even in the less important matter 
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of material possessions we have secured a wider and wider distribution of wealth. The 

rights of the individual are held sacred and protected by constitutional guarantees, which 

even the Government itself is bound not to violate. If there is any one thing among us that 

is established beyond question, it is self-government—the right of the people to rule. If 

there is any failure in respect to any of these principles, it is because there is a failure on the 5 

part of individuals to observe them. We hold that the duly authorized expression of the will 

of the people has a divine sanction. But even in that we come back to the theory of John 

Wise that “Democracy is Christ’s government....” The ultimate sanction of law rests on the 

righteous authority of the Almighty. 

On an occasion like this a great temptation exists to present evidence of the practical suc-10 

cess of our form of democratic republic at home and the ever-broadening acceptance it is 

securing abroad. Although these things are well known, their frequent consideration is an 

encouragement and an inspiration. But it is not results and effects so much as sources and 

causes that I believe it is even more necessary constantly to contemplate. Ours is a govern-

ment of the people. It represents their will. Its officers may sometimes go astray, but that is 15 

not a reason for criticizing the principles of our institutions. The real heart of the American 

Government depends upon the heart of the people. It is from that source that we must look 

for all genuine reform. It is to that cause that we must ascribe all our results. 

It was in the contemplation of these truths that the fathers made their declaration and 

adopted their Constitution. It was to establish a free government, which must not be per-20 

mitted to degenerate into the unrestrained authority of a mere majority or the unbridled 

weight of a mere influential few. They undertook the balance these interests against each 

other and provide the three separate independent branches, the executive, the legislative, 

and the judicial departments of the Government, with checks against each other in order 

that neither one might encroach upon the other. These are our guarantees of liberty. As a 25 

result of these methods enterprise has been duly protected from confiscation, the people 

have been free from oppression, and there has been an ever-broadening and deepening of 

the humanities of life. 
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Under a system of popular government there will always be those who will seek for political 

preferment by clamoring for reform. While there is very little of this which is not sincere, 

there is a large portion that is not well informed. In my opinion very little of just criticism 

can attach to the theories and principles of our institutions. There is far more danger of 

harm than there is hope of good in any radical changes. We do need a better understanding 5 

and comprehension of them and a better knowledge of the foundations of government in 

general. Our forefathers came to certain conclusions and decided upon certain courses of 

action which have been a great blessing to the world. Before we can understand their con-

clusions we must go back and review the course which they followed. We must think the 

thoughts which they thought. Their intellectual life centered around the meeting-house. 10 

They were intent upon religious worship. While there were always among them men of 

deep learning, and later those who had comparatively large possessions, the mind of the 

people was not so much engrossed in how much they knew, or how much they had, as in 

how they were going to live. While scantily provided with other literature, there was a wide 

acquaintance with the Scriptures. Over a period as great as that which measures the exist-15 

ence of our independence they were subject to this discipline not only in their religious life 

and educational training, but also in their political thought. They were a people who came 

under the influence of a great spiritual development and acquired a great moral power. 

No other theory is adequate to explain or comprehend the Declaration of Independence. It 

is the product of the spiritual insight of the people. We live in an age of science and of 20 

abounding accumulation of material things. These did not create our Declaration. Our 

Declaration created them. The things of the spirit come first. Unless we cling to that, all our 

material prosperity, overwhelming though it may appear, will turn to a barren scepter in 

our grasp. If we are to maintain the great heritage which has been bequeathed to us, we 

must be like-minded as the fathers who created it. We must not sink into a pagan materi-25 

alism. We must cultivate the reverence which they had for the things that are holy. We 

must follow the spiritual and moral leadership which they showed. We must keep replen-

ished, that they may glow with a more compelling flame, the altar fires before which they 

worshipped. 
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_____________ 
Ronald Reagan, “A Time for Choosing,” 27 October 1964, in A Time for Choosing: The Speeches of Ronald Reagan, 1961–1982, ed. 
Alfred A. Bolitzer, et al. (Chicago: Regnery, 1983), 41–57. 
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I am going to talk of controversial things. I make no apology for this. I have been talking 

on this subject for ten years, obviously under the administration of both parties. I mention 

this only because it seems impossible to legitimately debate the issues of the day without 

being subjected to name-calling and the application of labels. Those who deplore use of the 

terms “pink” and “leftist” are themselves guilty of branding all who oppose their liberalism 5 

as right wing extremists. How long can we afford the luxury of this family fight when we 

are at war with the most dangerous enemy ever known to man? 

If we lose that war, and in so doing lose our freedom, it has been said history will record 

with the greatest astonishment that those who had the most to lose did the least to prevent 

its happening. The guns are silent in this war but frontiers fall while those who should be 10 

warriors prefer neutrality. Not too long ago two friends of mine were talking to a Cuban 

refugee. He was a businessman who had escaped from Castro. In the midst of his tale of 

horrible experiences, one of my friends turned to the other and said, “We don’t know how 

lucky we are.” The Cuban stopped and said, “How lucky you are? I had some place to escape 

to.” And in that sentence he told the entire story. If freedom is lost here there is no place to 15 

escape to. 

It’s time we asked ourselves if we still know the freedoms intended for us by the Founding 

Fathers. James Madison said, “We base all our experiments on the capacity of mankind for 

self-government.” This idea that government was beholden to the people, that it had no 

other source of power except the sovereign people, is still the newest, most unique idea in 20 

all the long history of man’s relation to man. For almost two centuries we have proved 

man’s capacity for self-government, but today we are told we must choose between a left 

and a right or, as others suggest, a third alternative, a kind of safe middle ground. I suggest 

to you there is no left or right, only an up or down. Up to the maximum of individual 

freedom consistent with law and order, or down to the ant heap of totalitarianism; and 25 

regardless of their humanitarian purpose those who would sacrifice freedom for security 

have, whether they know it or not, chosen this downward path. Plutarch warned, “The real 

destroyer of the liberties of the people is he who spreads among them bounties, donations, 

and benefits.” 
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Today there is an increasing number who can’t see a fat man standing beside a thin one 

without automatically coming to the conclusion the fat man got that way by taking ad-

vantage of the thin one. So they would seek the answer to all the problems of human need 

through government. Howard K. Smith of television fame has written, “The profit motive 

is outmoded. It must be replaced by the incentives of the welfare state.” He says, “The dis-5 

tribution of goods must be effected by a planned economy.”  

Another articulate spokesman for the welfare state defines liberalism as meeting the mate-

rial needs of the masses through the full power of centralized government. I for one find it 

disturbing when a representative refers to the free men and women of this country as the 

masses, but beyond this the full power of centralized government was the very thing the 10 

Founding Fathers sought to minimize. They knew you don’t control things; you can’t con-

trol the economy without controlling people. So we have come to a time for choosing. Ei-

ther we accept the responsibility for our own destiny, or we abandon the American Revo-

lution and confess that an intellectual belief in a far-distant capitol can plan our lives for us 

better than we can plan them ourselves.  15 

Already the hour is late. Government has laid its hand on health, housing, farming, indus-

try, commerce, education, and, to an ever-increasing degree, interferes with the people’s 

right to know. Government tends to grow; government programs take on weight and mo-

mentum, as public servants say, always with the best of intentions, “What greater service 

we could render if only we had a little more money and a little more power.” But the truth 20 

is that outside of its legitimate function, government does nothing as well or as economi-

cally as the private sector of the economy. What better example do we have of this than 

government’s involvement in the farm economy over the last thirty years. One-fourth of 

farming has seen a steady decline in the per capita consumption of everything it produces. 

That one-fourth is regulated and subsidized by government.  25 

In contrast, the three-fourths of farming unregulated and unsubsidized has seen a twenty-

one percent increase in the per capita consumption of all its produce. Since 1955 the cost 

of the farm program has nearly doubled. Direct payment to farmers is eight times as great 
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as it was nine years ago, but farm income remains unchanged while farm surplus is bigger. 

In that same period we have seen a decline of five million in the farm population, but an 

increase in the number of Department of Agriculture employees.  

There is now one such employee for every thirty farms in the United States, and still they 

can’t figure how sixty-six shiploads of grain headed for Austria could disappear without a 5 

trace, and Billy Sol Estes never left shore. Three years ago the government put into effect a 

program to curb the over-production of feed grain. Now, two and a half billion dollars later, 

the corn crop is one  hundred million bushels bigger than before the program started. And 

the cost of the program prorates out to forty-three dollars for every dollar bushel of corn 

we don’t grow. Nor is this the only example of the price we pay for government meddling. 10 

Some government programs with the passage of time take on a sacrosanct quality. 

One such considered above criticism, sacred as motherhood, is TVA. This program started 

as a flood control project; the Tennessee Valley was periodically ravaged by destructive 

floods. The Army Engineers set out to solve this problem. They said that it was possible 

that once in 500 years there could be a total capacity flood that would inundate some six 15 

hundred thousand acres. Well, the engineers fixed that. They made a permanent lake which 

inundated a million acres. This solved the problem of floods, but the annual interest on the 

TVA debt is five times as great as the annual flood damage they sought to correct. 

Of course, you will point out that TVA gets electric power from the impounded waters, and 

this is true, but today eighty-five percent of TVA’s electricity is generated in coal-burning 20 

steam plants. Now perhaps you’ll charge that I’m overlooking the navigable waterway that 

was created, providing cheap barge traffic, but the bulk of the freight barged on that water-

way is coal being shipped to the TVA steam plants, and the cost of maintaining that channel 

each year would pay for shipping all of the coal by rail, and there would be money left over.  

One last argument remains: the prosperity produced by such large programs of govern-25 

ment spending. Certainly there are few areas where more spending has taken place. The 

Labor department lists fifty percent of the 169 counties in the Tennessee Valley as perma-

nent areas of poverty, distress, and unemployment. 
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Meanwhile, back in the city, under Urban Renewal, the assault on freedom carries on. Pri-

vate property rights have become so diluted that public interest is anything a few planners 

decide it should be. In Cleveland, Ohio, to get a project under way, city officials reclassified 

eighty-four buildings as substandard in spite of the fact their own inspectors had previously 

pronounced these buildings sound. The owners stood by and watched twenty-six million 5 

dollars worth of property as it was destroyed by the headache ball. Senate Bill 628 says: 

“Any property, be it home or commercial structure, can be declared slum or blighted and 

the owner has no recourse at law. The Law Division of the Library of Congress and the 

General Accounting Office have said that the Courts will have to rule against the owner.” 

Housing. In one key Eastern city a man owning a blighted area sold his property to Urban 10 

Renewal for several million dollars. At the same time, he submitted his own plan for the 

rebuilding of this area and the government sold him back his own property for twenty-two 

percent of what they paid. Now the government announces, “We are going to build subsi-

dized housing in the thousands where we have been building in the hundreds.” At the same 

time FHA and the Veterans Administration reveal they are holding 120 thousand housing 15 

units reclaimed from mortgage foreclosure, mostly  because the low down payment and 

the easy terms brought the owners to a point where they realized the unpaid balance on the 

homes amounted to a sum greater than the homes were worth, so they just walked out the 

front door, possibly to take up residence in newer subsidized housing, again with little or 

no down payment and easy terms. 20 

Some of the foreclosed homes have already been bulldozed into the earth, others, it has 

been announced, will be refurbished and put on sale for down payments as low as $100 and 

thirty-five years to pay. This will give the bulldozers a second crack. It is in the area of social 

welfare that  government has found its most fertile growing bed. So many of us accept our 

responsibility for those less fortunate. We are susceptible to humanitarian appeals. 25 

Federal welfare spending is today ten times greater than it was in the dark depths of the 

Depression. Federal, state, and local welfare combined spend forty-five billion dollars a 
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year. Now the government has announced that twenty percent, some 9.3 million families, 

are poverty-stricken on the basis that they have less than a $3,000 a year income. 

If this present welfare spending was prorated equally among these poverty-stricken fami-

lies, we could give each family more than $4,500 a year. Actually, direct aid to the poor 

averages less than $600 per family. There must be some administrative overhead some-5 

where. Now, are we to believe that another billion dollar program added to the half a hun-

dred programs and the forty-five billion dollars, will, through some magic, end poverty? 

For three decades we have tried to solve unemployment by government planning, without 

success. The more the plans fail, the more the planners plan. 

The latest is the Area Redevelopment Agency, and in two years less than one-half of one 10 

percent of the unemployed could attribute new jobs to this agency, and the cost to the tax-

payer for each job found was $5,000. But beyond the great bureaucratic waste, what are we 

doing to the people we seek to help? 

Recently a judge told me of an incident in his court. A fairly young woman with six chil-

dren, pregnant with her seventh, came to him for a divorce. Under his questioning it be-15 

came apparent her husband did not share this desire. Then the whole story came out. Her 

husband was a laborer earning $250 a month. By divorcing him she could get an eighty 

dollars raise. She was eligible for $350 a month from the Aid to Dependent Children Pro-

gram. She had been talked into the divorce by two friends who had already done this very 

thing. But any time we question the schemes of the do-gooders, we are denounced as being 20 

opposed to their humanitarian goal. It seems impossible to legitimately debate their solu-

tions with the assumption that all of us share the desire to help those less fortunate. They 

tell us we are always against, never for anything. Well, it isn’t so much that liberals are 

ignorant. It’s just that they know so much that isn’t so. 

We are for a provision that destitution should not follow unemployment by reason of old 25 

age. For that reason we have accepted Social Security as a step toward meeting that prob-

lem. However, we are against the irresponsibility of those who charge that any criticism or 
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suggested improvement of the program means we want to end payment to those who de-

pend on Social Security for a livelihood. 

Fiscal Irresponsibility. We have been told in millions of pieces of literature and press re-

leases that Social Security is an insurance program, but the executives of Social Security 

appeared before the Supreme Court in the case of Nestor v. Fleming and proved to the 5 

Court’s satisfaction that it is not insurance but is a welfare program, and Social Security 

dues are a tax for the general use of the government. Well it can’t be both: insurance and 

welfare. Later, appearing before a Congressional Committee, they admitted that Social Se-

curity is today 298 billion dollars in the red. This fiscal irresponsibility has already caught 

up with us. 10 

Faced with a bankruptcy, we find that today a young man in his early twenties, going to 

work at less than an average salary, will, with his employer, pay into Social Security an 

amount which could provide the young man with a retirement insurance policy guaran-

teeing $220 a month at age sixty-five, and the government promises him $127. 

Now, are we so lacking in business sense that we cannot put this program on a sound ac-15 

tuarial basis, so that those who do depend on it won’t come to the cupboard and find it 

bare, and at the same time can’t we introduce voluntary features so that those who can 

make better provision for themselves are allowed to do so? Incidentally, we might also allow 

participants in Social Security to name their own beneficiaries, which they cannot do in the 

present program. These are not insurmountable problems. 20 

Youth Aid Plans. We have today thirty million workers protected by industrial and union 

pension funds that are soundly financed by some seventy billion dollars invested in corpo-

rate securities and income earning real estate. I think we are for telling our senior citizens 

that no one in this country should be denied medical care for lack of funds, but we are 

against forcing all citizens into a compulsory government program regardless of need. Now 25 

the government has turned its attention to our young people, and suggests that it can solve 

the problem of school dropouts and juvenile delinquency through some kind of revival of 

the old C.C.C. camps. The suggested plan prorates out to a cost of $4,700 a year for each 
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young person we want to help. We can send them to Harvard for $2,700 a year. Of course, 

don’t get me wrong—I’m not suggesting Harvard as the answer to juvenile delinquency. 

We are for an international organization where the nations of the world can legitimately 

seek peace. We are against subordinating American interests to an organization so struc-

turally unsound that a two-thirds majority can be mustered in the U.N. General Assembly 5 

among nations representing less than ten percent of the world population. 

Is there not something of hypocrisy in assailing our allies for so-called vestiges of colonial-

ism while we engage in a conspiracy of silence about the peoples enslaved by the Soviet in 

the satellite nations? We are for aiding our allies by sharing our material blessings with 

those nations which share our fundamental beliefs. We are against doling out money, gov-10 

ernment to government, which ends up financing socialism all over the world.  

We set out to help nineteen war-ravaged countries at the end of World War II. We are now 

helping 107. We have spent 146 billion dollars. Some of that money bought a two million 

dollar yacht for Haile Selassie. We bought dress suits for Greek undertakers. We bought 

one thousand TV sets with twenty-three-inch screens for a country where there is no elec-15 

tricity, and some of our foreign aid funds provided extra wives for Kenya government of-

ficials. When Congress moved to cut foreign aid they were told that if they cut it one dollar 

they endangered national security, and then Senator Harry Byrd revealed that since its in-

ception foreign aid has rarely spent its allotted budget. It has today $21 billion in unex-

pended funds. 20 

Some time ago Dr. Howard Kershner was speaking to the Prime Minister of Lebanon. The 

Prime Minister told him proudly that his little country balanced its budget each year. It had 

no public debt, no inflation, a modest tax rate, and had increased its gold holdings from 

seventy to 120 million dollars. When he finished, Dr. Kershner said, “Mr. Prime Minister, 

my country hasn’t balanced its budget twenty-eight out of the last forty years. My country’s 25 

debt is greater than the combined debt of all the nations of the world. We have inflation, 

we have a tax rate that takes from the private sector a percentage of income greater than 

any civilized nation has ever taken and survived. We have lost gold at such a rate that the 
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solvency of our currency is in danger. Do you think that my country should continue to 

give your country millions of dollars each year?” The Prime Minister smiled and said, “No, 

but if you are foolish enough to do it, we are going to keep on taking the money.” 

Nine Stalls for One Bull. And so we built a model stock farm in Lebanon, and we built nine 

stalls for each bull. I find something peculiarly appropriate in that. We have in our vaults 5 

$15 billion in gold. We don’t own an ounce. Foreign dollar claims against that gold total 

$27 billion. In the last six years, fifty-two nations have bought $7 billion worth of our gold 

and all fifty-two are receiving foreign aid. 

Because no government ever voluntarily reduces itself in size, government programs once 

launched never go out of existence. A government agency is the nearest thing to eternal life 10 

we’ll ever see on this earth. The United States Manual takes twenty-five pages to list by 

name every Congressman and Senator, and all the agencies controlled by Congress. It then 

lists the agencies coming under the Executive Branch, and this requires 520 pages.  

Since the beginning of the century our gross national product has increased by thirty-three 

times. In the same period the cost of federal government has increased 234 times, and while 15 

the work force is only one and one-half times greater, federal employees number nine times 

as many. There are now two and one-half million federal employees. No one knows what 

they all do. One Congressman found out what one of them does. This man sits at a desk in 

Washington. Documents come to him each morning. He reads them, initials them, and 

passes them on to the proper agency. One day a document arrived he wasn’t supposed to 20 

read, but he read it, initialled it and passed it on. Twenty four hours later it arrived back at 

his desk with a memo attached that said, “You weren’t supposed to read this. Erase your 

initials, and initial the erasure.” 

While the federal government is the great offender, the idea filters down. During a period 

in California when our population has increased ninety percent, the cost of state govern-25 

ment has gone up 862 percent and the number of employees 500 percent. Governments, 

state and local, now employ one out of six of the nation’s work force. If the rate of increase 
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of the last three years continues, by 1970 one-fourth of the total work force will be em-

ployed by government. Already we have a permanent structure so big and complex it is 

virtually beyond the control of Congress and the comprehension of the people, and tyranny 

inevitable follows when this permanent structure usurps the policy-making function that 

belongs to elected officials. 5 

One example of this occurred when Congress was debating whether to lend the United 

Nations $100 million. While they debated, the State Department gave the United Nations 

$217 million and the United Nations used part of that money to pay the delinquent dues 

of Castro’s Cuba.  

Under bureaucratic regulations adopted with no regard to the wish of the people, we have 10 

lost much of our Constitutional freedom. For example, federal agents can invade a man’s 

property without a warrant, can impose a fine without a formal hearing, let alone a trial by 

jury, and can seize and sell his property at auction to enforce payment of that fine. 

Rights by Dispensation. An Ohio deputy fire marshal sentenced a man to prison after a 

secret proceeding in which the accused was not allowed to have a lawyer present. The Su-15 

preme Court upheld that sentence, ruling that it was an administrative investigation of in-

cidents damaging to the economy. Someplace a perversion has taken place. Our natural 

unalienable rights are now presumed to be a dispensation of government, divisible by a 

vote of the majority. The greatest good for the greatest number is a high-sounding phrase 

but contrary to the very basis of our nation, unless it is accompanied by recognition that 20 

we have certain rights which cannot be infringed upon, even if the individual stands out-

voted by all of his fellow citizens. Without this recognition, majority rule is nothing more 

than mob rule. 

It is time we realized that socialism can come without overt seizure of property or nation-

alization of private business. It matters little that you hold the title to your property or 25 

business if government can dictate policy and procedure and holds life and death power 

over your business. The machinery of this power already exists. Lowell Mason, former anti-

trust law enforcer for the Federal Trade Commission, has written “American business is 
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being harassed, bled and even blackjacked under a preposterous crazy quilt system of laws.” 

There are so many that the government literally can find some charge to bring against any 

concern it chooses to prosecute. Are we safe in our books and records?  

The natural gas producers have just been handed a 428-page questionnaire by the Federal 

Power Commission. It weights ten pounds. One firm has estimated it will take 70,000 ac-5 

countant man-hours to fill out this questionnaire, and it must be done in quadruplicate. 

The Power Commission says it must have it to determine whether a proper price is being 

charged for gas. The National Labor Relations Board ruled that a business firm could not 

discontinue its shipping department even though it was more efficient and economical to 

subcontract this work out.  10 

The Supreme Court has ruled the government has the right to tell a citizen what he can 

grow on his own land for his own use. The Secretary of Agriculture has asked for the right 

to imprison farmers who violate their planting quotas. One business firm has been in-

formed by the Internal Revenue Service that it cannot take a tax deduction for its institu-

tional advertising because this advertising espoused views not in the public interest. 15 

A child’s prayer in a school cafeteria endangers religious freedom, but the people of the 

Amish religion in the State of Ohio, who cannot participate in Social Security because of 

their religious beliefs, have had their livestock seized and sold at auction to enforce pay-

ment of Social Security dues. 

We approach a point of no return when government becomes so huge and entrenched that 20 

we fear the consequences of upheaval and just go along with it. The federal government 

accounts for one-fifth of the industrial capacity of the nation, one-fourth of all construc-

tion, holds or guarantees one-third of all mortgages, owns one-third of the land, and en-

gages in some nineteen thousand businesses covering half a hundred different lines. The 

Defense Department runs 269 supermarkets. They do a gross business of $730 million a 25 

year, and lose $150 million. The government spends $11 million an hour every hour of the 

twenty-four and pretends we had a tax cut while it pursues a policy of planned inflation 

that will more than wipe out any benefit with depreciation of our purchasing power. 
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We need true tax reform that will at least make a start toward restoring for our children the 

American dream that wealth is denied to no one, that each individual has the right to fly as 

high as his strength and ability will take him. The economist Sumner Schlicter has said, “If 

a visitor from Mars looked at our tax policy, he would conclude it had been designed by a 

Communist spy to make free enterprise unworkable.” But we cannot have such reform 5 

while our tax policy is engineered by people who view the tax as a means of achieving 

changes in our social structure. Senator [Joseph S.] Clark (D.-Pa.) says the tax issue is a 

class issue, and the government must use the tax to redistribute the wealth and earnings 

downward. 

Karl Marx. On January 15th in the White House, the President [Lyndon Johnson] told a 10 

group of citizens they were going to take all the money they thought was being unneces-

sarily spent, “take it from the haves and give it to the have-nots who need it so much.” 

When Karl Marx said this he put it:...“from each according to his ability, to each according 

to his need.” 

Have we the courage and the will to face up to the immorality and discrimination of the 15 

progressive surtax, and demand a return to traditional proportionate taxation? Many dec-

ades ago the Scottish economist, John Ramsey McCulloch, said, “The moment you aban-

don the cardinal principle of exacting from all individuals the same proportion of their 

income or their property, you are at sea without a rudder or compass and there is no 

amount of injustice or folly you may not commit.” 20 

No nation has survived the tax burden that reached one-third of its national income. Today 

in our country the tax collector’s share is thirty-seven cents of every dollar earned. Freedom 

has never been so fragile, so close to slipping from our grasp. I wish I could give you some 

magic formula, but each of us must find his own role. One man in Virginia found what he 

could do, and dozens of business firms have followed his lead. Concerned because his two 25 

hundred employees seemed unworried about government extravagance he conceived the 

idea of taking all of their withholding out of only the fourth paycheck each month. For 

three paydays his employees received their full salary. On the fourth payday all withholding 
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was taken. He has one employee who owes him $4.70 each fourth payday. It only took one 

month to produce two hundred conservatives. 

Are you willing to spend time studying the issues, making yourself aware, and then con-

veying that information to family and friends? Will you resist the temptation to get a gov-

ernment handout for your community? Realize that the doctor’s fight against socialized 5 

medicine is your fight. We can’t socialize the doctors without socializing the patients. Rec-

ognize that government invasion of public power is eventually an assault upon your own 

business. If some among you fear taking a stand because you are afraid of reprisals from 

customers, clients, or even government, recognize that you are just feeding the crocodile 

hoping he’ll eat you last. 10 

If all of this seems like a great deal of trouble, think what’s at stake. We are faced with the 

most evil enemy mankind has known in his long climb from the swamp to the stars. There 

can be no security anywhere in the free world if there is not fiscal and economic stability 

within the United States. Those who ask us to trade our freedom for the soup kitchen of 

the welfare state are architects of a policy of accommodation. They tell us that by avoiding 15 

a direct confrontation with the enemy he will learn to love us and give up his evil ways. All 

who oppose this idea are blanket indicted as war-mongers. Well, let us set one thing 

straight, there is no argument with regard to peace and war. It is cheap demagoguery to 

suggest that anyone would want to send other people’s sons to war. The only argument is 

with regard to the best way to avoid war. There is only one sure way—surrender. 20 

Appeasement or Courage? The spectre our well-meaning liberal friends refuse to face is 

that their policy of accommodation is appeasement, and appeasement does not give you a 

choice between peace and war, only between fight and surrender. We are told that the prob-

lem is too complex for a simple answer. They are wrong. There is no easy answer, but there 

is a simple answer. We must have the courage to do what we know is morally right, and 25 

this policy of accommodation asks us to accept the greatest possible immorality. We are 
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being asked to buy our safety from the threat of “the bomb” by selling into permanent slav-

ery our fellow human beings enslaved behind the Iron Curtain, to tell them to give up their 

hope of freedom because we are ready to make a deal with their slave masters. 

Alexander Hamilton warned us that a nation which can prefer disgrace to danger is pre-

pared for a master and deserves one. Admittedly there is a risk in any course we follow. 5 

Choosing the high road cannot eliminate that risk. Already some of the architects of ac-

commodation have hinted what their decision will be if their plan fails and we are faced 

with the final ultimatum. The English commentator [Kenneth] Tynan has put it this way: 

he would rather live on his knees than die on his feet. Some of our own have said “Better 

Red than dead.” If we are to believe that nothing is worth the dying, when did this begin? 10 

Should Moses have told the children of Israel to live in slavery rather than dare the wilder-

ness? Should Christ have refused the Cross? Should the patriots at Concord Bridge have 

refused to fire the shot heard ’round the world? Are we to believe that all the martyrs of 

history died in vain?  

You and I have a rendezvous with destiny. We can preserve for our children this, the last 15 

best hope of man on earth, or we can sentence them to take the first step into a thousand 

years of darkness. If we fail, at least let our children and our children’s children say of us 

we justified our brief moment here. We did all that could be done. 
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Senator Hatfield, Mr. Chief Justice, Mr. President, Vice President Bush, Vice President 

Mondale, Senator Baker, Speaker O'Neill, Reverend Moomaw, and my fellow citizens: To 

a few of us here today, this is a solemn and most momentous occasion; and yet, in the 

history of our Nation, it is a commonplace occurrence. The orderly transfer of authority as 

called for in the Constitution routinely takes place as it has for almost two centuries and 5 

few of us stop to think how unique we really are. In the eyes of many in the world, this 

every-4-year ceremony we accept as normal is nothing less than a miracle.  

Mr. President, I want our fellow citizens to know how much you did to carry on this tradi-

tion. By your gracious cooperation in the transition process, you have shown a watching 

world that we are a united people pledged to maintaining a political system which guaran-10 

tees individual liberty to a greater degree than any other, and I thank you and your people 

for all your help in maintaining the continuity which is the bulwark of our Republic.  

The business of our nation goes forward. These United States are confronted with an eco-

nomic affliction of great proportions. We suffer from the longest and one of the worst sus-

tained inflations in our national history. It distorts our economic decisions, penalizes thrift, 15 

and crushes the struggling young and the fixed-income elderly alike. It threatens to shatter 

the lives of millions of our people.  

Idle industries have cast workers into unemployment, causing human misery and personal 

indignity. Those who do work are denied a fair return for their labor by a tax system which 

penalizes successful achievement and keeps us from maintaining full productivity.  20 

But great as our tax burden is, it has not kept pace with public spending. For decades, we 

have piled deficit upon deficit, mortgaging our future and our children's future for the tem-

porary convenience of the present. To continue this long trend is to guarantee tremendous 

social, cultural, political, and economic upheavals.  

You and I, as individuals, can, by borrowing, live beyond our means, but for only a limited 25 

period of time. Why, then, should we think that collectively, as a nation, we are not bound 

by that same limitation?  
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We must act today in order to preserve tomorrow. And let there be no misunderstanding-

-we are going to begin to act, beginning today.  

The economic ills we suffer have come upon us over several decades. They will not go away 

in days, weeks, or months, but they will go away. They will go away because we, as Ameri-

cans, have the capacity now, as we have had in the past, to do whatever needs to be done to 5 

preserve this last and greatest bastion of freedom.  

In this present crisis, government is not the solution to our problem; government is the 

problem. 

From time to time, we have been tempted to believe that society has become too complex 

to be managed by self-rule, that government by an elite group is superior to government 10 

for, by, and of the people. But if no one among us is capable of governing himself, then who 

among us has the capacity to govern someone else? All of us together, in and out of gov-

ernment, must bear the burden. The solutions we seek must be equitable, with no one 

group singled out to pay a higher price.  

We hear much of special interest groups. Our concern must be for a special interest group 15 

that has been too long neglected. It knows no sectional boundaries or ethnic and racial 

divisions, and it crosses political party lines. It is made up of men and women who raise 

our food, patrol our streets, man our mines and our factories, teach our children, keep our 

homes, and heal us when we are sick—professionals, industrialists, shopkeepers, clerks, 

cabbies, and truckdrivers. They are, in short, "We the people," this breed called Americans.  20 

Well, this administration's objective will be a healthy, vigorous, growing economy that pro-

vides equal opportunity for all Americans, with no barriers born of bigotry or discrimina-

tion. Putting America back to work means putting all Americans back to work. Ending 

inflation means freeing all Americans from the terror of runaway living costs. All must 

share in the productive work of this "new beginning" and all must share in the bounty of a 25 

revived economy. With the idealism and fair play which are the core of our system and our 

strength, we can have a strong and prosperous America at peace with itself and the world.  
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So, as we begin, let us take inventory. We are a nation that has a government—not the other 

way around. And this makes us special among the nations of the Earth. Our Government 

has no power except that granted it by the people. It is time to check and reverse the growth 

of government which shows signs of having grown beyond the consent of the governed.  

It is my intention to curb the size and influence of the Federal establishment and to demand 5 

recognition of the distinction between the powers granted to the Federal Government and 

those reserved to the States or to the people. All of us need to be reminded that the Federal 

Government did not create the States; the States created the Federal Government.  

Now, so there will be no misunderstanding, it is not my intention to do away with govern-

ment. It is, rather, to make it work-work with us, not over us; to stand by our side, not ride 10 

on our back. Government can and must provide opportunity, not smother it; foster 

productivity, not stifle it.  

If we look to the answer as to why, for so many years, we achieved so much, prospered as 

no other people on Earth, it was because here, in this land, we unleashed the energy and 

individual genius of man to a greater extent than has ever been done before. Freedom and 15 

the dignity of the individual have been more available and assured here than in any other 

place on Earth. The price for this freedom at times has been high, but we have never been 

unwilling to pay that price.  

It is no coincidence that our present troubles parallel and are proportionate to the inter-

vention and intrusion in our lives that result from unnecessary and excessive growth of 20 

government. It is time for us to realize that we are too great a nation to limit ourselves to 

small dreams. We are not, as some would have us believe, loomed to an inevitable decline. 

I do not believe in a fate that will all on us no matter what we do. I do believe in a fate that 

will fall on us if we do nothing. So, with all the creative energy at our command, let us begin 

an era of national renewal. Let us renew our determination, our courage, and our strength. 25 

And let us renew our faith and our hope.  
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We have every right to dream heroic dreams. Those who say that we are in a time when 

there are no heroes just don't know where to look. You can see heroes every day going in 

and out of factory gates. Others, a handful in number, produce enough food to feed all of 

us and then the world beyond. You meet heroes across a counter--and they are on both 

sides of that counter. There are entrepreneurs with faith in themselves and faith in an idea 5 

who create new jobs, new wealth and opportunity. They are individuals and families whose 

taxes support the Government and whose voluntary gifts support church, charity, culture, 

art, and education. Their patriotism is quiet but deep. Their values sustain our national 

life.  

I have used the words "they" and "their" in speaking of these heroes. I could say "you" and 10 

"your" because I am addressing the heroes of whom I speak--you, the citizens of this blessed 

land. Your dreams, your hopes, your goals are going to be the dreams, the hopes, and the 

goals of this administration, so help me God.  

We shall reflect the compassion that is so much a part of your makeup. How can we love 

our country and not love our countrymen, and loving them, reach out a hand when they 15 

fall, heal them when they are sick, and provide opportunities to make them self-sufficient 

so they will be equal in fact and not just in theory?  

Can we solve the problems confronting us? Well, the answer is an unequivocal and em-

phatic "yes." To paraphrase Winston Churchill, I did not take the oath I have just taken 

with the intention of presiding over the dissolution of the world's strongest economy.  20 

In the days ahead I will propose removing the roadblocks that have slowed our economy 

and reduced productivity. Steps will be taken aimed at restoring the balance between the 

various levels of government. Progress may be slow—measured in inches and feet, not 

miles—but we will progress. Is it time to reawaken this industrial giant, to get government 

back within its means, and to lighten our punitive tax burden. And these will be our first 25 

priorities, and on these principles, there will be no compromise.  
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On the eve of our struggle for independence a man who might have been one of the greatest 

among the Founding Fathers, Dr. Joseph Warren, President of the Massachusetts Congress, 

said to his fellow Americans, "Our country is in danger, but not to be despaired of....On 

you depend the fortunes of America. You are to decide the important questions upon 

which rests the happiness and the liberty of millions yet unborn. Act worthy of yourselves."  5 

Well, I believe we, the Americans of today, are ready to act worthy of ourselves, ready to 

do what must be done to ensure happiness and liberty for ourselves, our children and our 

children's children.  

And as we renew ourselves here in our own land, we will be seen as having greater strength 

throughout the world. We will again be the exemplar of freedom and a beacon of hope for 10 

those who do not now have freedom.  

To those neighbors and allies who share our freedom, we will strengthen our historic ties 

and assure them of our support and firm commitment. We will match loyalty with loyalty. 

We will strive for mutually beneficial relations. We will not use our friendship to impose 

on their sovereignty, for or own sovereignty is not for sale.  15 

As for the enemies of freedom, those who are potential adversaries, they will be reminded 

that peace is the highest aspiration of the American people. We will negotiate for it, sacrifice 

for it; we will not surrender for it—now or ever.  

Our forbearance should never be misunderstood. Our reluctance for conflict should not be 

misjudged as a failure of will. When action is required to preserve our national security, we 20 

will act. We will maintain sufficient strength to prevail if need be, knowing that if we do so 

we have the best chance of never having to use that strength.  

Above all, we must realize that no arsenal, or no weapon in the arsenals of the world, is so 

formidable as the will and moral courage of free men and women. It is a weapon our ad-

versaries in today's world do not have. It is a weapon that we as Americans do have. Let 25 

that be understood by those who practice terrorism and prey upon their neighbors.  
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I am told that tens of thousands of prayer meetings are being held on this day, and for that 

I am deeply grateful. We are a nation under God, and I believe God intended for us to be 

free. It would be fitting and good, I think, if on each Inauguration Day in future years it 

should be declared a day of prayer.  

This is the first time in history that this ceremony has been held, as you have been told, on 5 

this West Front of the Capitol. Standing here, one faces a magnificent vista, opening up on 

this city's special beauty and history. At the end of this open mall are those shrines to the 

giants on whose shoulders we stand.  

Directly in front of me, the monument to a monumental man: George Washington, Father 

of our country. A man of humility who came to greatness reluctantly. He led America out 10 

of revolutionary victory into infant nationhood. Off to one side, the stately memorial to 

Thomas Jefferson. The Declaration of Independence flames with his eloquence.  

And then beyond the Reflecting Pool the dignified columns of the Lincoln Memorial. Who-

ever would understand in his heart the meaning of America will find it in the life of Abra-

ham Lincoln.  15 

Beyond those monuments to heroism is the Potomac River, and on the far shore the sloping 

hills of Arlington National Cemetery with its row on row of simple white markers bearing 

crosses or Stars of David. They add up to only a tiny fraction of the price that has been paid 

for our freedom.  

Each one of those markers is a monument to the kinds of hero I spoke of earlier. Their lives 20 

ended in places called Belleau Wood, The Argonne, Omaha Beach, Salerno and halfway 

around the world on Guadalcanal, Tarawa, Pork Chop Hill, the Chosin Reservoir, and in a 

hundred rice paddies and jungles of a place called Vietnam.  

Under one such marker lies a young man--Martin Treptow--who left his job in a small 

town barber shop in 1917 to go to France with the famed Rainbow Division. There, on the 25 

western front, he was killed trying to carry a message between battalions under heavy artil-

lery fire.  
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We are told that on his body was found a diary. On the flyleaf under the heading, "My 

Pledge," he had written these words: "America must win this war. Therefore, I will work, I 

will save, I will sacrifice, I will endure, I will fight cheerfully and do my utmost, as if the 

issue of the whole struggle depended on me alone."  

The crisis we are facing today does not require of us the kind of sacrifice that Martin Trep-5 

tow and so many thousands of others were called upon to make. It does require, however, 

our best effort, and our willingness to believe in ourselves and to believe in our capacity to 

perform great deeds; to believe that together, with God's help, we can and will resolve the 

problems which now confront us.  

And, after all, why shouldn't we believe that? We are Americans. God bless you, and thank 10 

you. 
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