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Summary Overview

In this speech, given during his 1932 presidential cam-
paign, Franklin D. Roosevelt laid out his reasons for
believing that a new relationship or “social contract”
between the American people and its government was
needed. As economic conditions worsened during the
Great Depression, Roosevelt proposed that the govern-
ment needed to be involved in a new way to protect in-
dividual rights, this time not against political tyranny, but
against the economic power of corporations. Roosevelt
argued that this new relationship between individual
Americans and their government could preserve the core
values of democracy—such as the ability of individuals
to succeed through hard work—against the threat of in-
dustries that had a stranglehold on labor, resources, and
finances. This new relationship became the basis for
Roosevelt's New Deal policies and programs after he won
the 1932 election. New Deal programs were designed to
reform the financial system, stabilize the economy, and
provide employment using unprecedented government
regulation and intervention. The philosophical basis for
Roosevelt’s activist agenda was articulated clearly in this
speech.

Defining Moment

On October 29, 1929, a day that came to be known as
Black Tuesday, the United States stock market crashed,
sending the nation into the worst economic depression it
had ever seen. The 1920s had seen unprecedented growth
in finance and industry, as politicians loosened regula-
tions and unapologetically pursued pro-business policies.
There was no federal deposit insurance system for banks
and no unemployment insurance. Labor unions, which
traditionally offered a measure of protection for working
people, were weakened by anti-immigrant and anti- So-
cialist sentiment, internal divisions, and economic pros-
perity, which lessened public support for labor activism.
In the fallout from the stock market crash, corporations
went bankrupt, banks failed, and by 1932, approximately

one-quarter of the nation’s workforce was unemployed.
In industrial cities and major ports, unemployment rates
reached even higher than the national average. Farm
prices fell by more than 50 percent. President Herbert
Hoover and many others in government saw the crash
as part of a recession that would quickly right itself, and
Hoover urged patience and private charitable assistance
to the poor, believing that it was not the government’s job
to interfere with business and the economy.

By the election of 1932, many Americans were desti-
tute, and it was clear that the Great Depression was not a
short-lived economic downturn. The election pitted the
incumbent Hoover, a Republican, against the popular
Democratic governor of New York, Franklin Delano Roo-
sevelt. Hoover argued that Roosevelt's belief in an activ-
ist, interventionist government might help in the short
term, but would ultimately lead to Socialism. Hoover op-
posed direct government aid to individuals, believing it to
be against the spirit of American individualism. Hoover
failed to see that the nation had lost all faith in the abil-
ity of corporations and industry to help put the economy
right, and people in bread lines were no longer interested
in the philosophical underpinnings of the Hoover admin-
istration’s refusal to intervene. Roosevelt spoke of the
government’s responsibility to protect the individual and
blamed Hoover and the Republicans for the disastrous
economic situation.

Roosevelt won the 1932 election by a landslide, ex-
tending Democratic control over the House and Senate
as well. An era of Republican leadership ended, as Re-
publicans had largely dominated the presidency since
1860, with the exception of Grover Cleveland and Wood-
row Wilson. Roosevelt’s election signaled the beginning
of twenty years of Democratic leadership in the White
House.

When Roosevelt took office in March 1933, he acted
quickly to bring relief to the poor and unemployed and
to stabilize the economy. In the first months of his ad-
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ministration, he closed banks that were insolvent and
reorganized those that remained, urging the American
people to return their money to savings and promising
to protect their investments. Roosevelt oversaw the re-
peal of Prohibition, initiated several major public works
projects, and supported subsidies for farmers. Roosevelt
encouraged organized labor, as he saw unions as a way to
protect workers. In his first one hundred days in office,
Roosevelt made major regulatory and domestic reforms
and had clearly kept his promise to offer a “New Deal” to
the American people.

Author Biography

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was born on January 30, 1882,
in Hyde Park, New York, to a wealthy family. He was a
distant cousin of President Theodore Roosevelt. Roos-
evelt attended the prestigious Groton School and then
Harvard University, where he graduated with a degree in
history. Roosevelt met his fifth cousin and future wife,
Eleanor, in 1902, and they married in 1905. Roosevelt
passed the New York State bar exam in 1907 and worked

HISTORICAL DOCUMENT

My Friends:

I count it a privilege to be invited to address the Common-
wealth Club. It has stood in the life of this city and State,
and it is perhaps accurate to add, the Nation, as a group
of citizen leaders interested in fundamental problems of
Government, and chiefly concerned with achievement
of progress in Government through non-partisan means.
The privilege of addressing you, therefore, in the heat of
a political campaign, is great. I want to respond to your
courtesy in terms consistent with your policy.

[ 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 office. Some of my con-
clusions 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

as a corporate lawyer. Roosevelt won election to the New
York state senate in 1910, and he worked to end the con-
trol of the Tammany Hall branch of the Democratic Party
in New York. He was appointed assistant secretary of the
Navy by President Woodrow Wilson in 1913, serving un-
til he was selected as the vice presidential running mate
of James M. Cox for the 1920 presidential election. Cox
was ultimately defeated by Warren G. Harding.

Roosevelt was stricken with polio in 1921 and lost the
use of his legs. Roosevelt served as the governor of New
York from 1929 until 1932, when he ran for and won
the presidency of the United States. His first term as
president coincided with the lowest point of the Great
Depression, and he immediately turned his attention to
the relief of the unemployed. Roosevelt implemented the
New Deal, a series of domestic programs designed to re-
turn the nation to prosperity. He was reelected by a wide
margin in 1936 and then won an unprecedented third
term in 1940 during World War 1. He was elected to a
fourth term in 1944, but he died in office on April 12,
1945. He was buried in Hyde Park, New York.

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 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 depression. 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 potentialities
of youth, and particularly is this true of the great West,
and of this coast, and of California.

I would not have you feel that I regard this as in any
sense a new community. | 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 alone is sufficient to cause
man to stop and think of the deeper meaning of things,
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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 imme-
diate tasks, beyond their own individual interests. I want
to invite you, therefore, to consider with me in 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.

The issue of Government has always been whether
individual men and women will have to serve some sys-
tem of Government or economics, or whether a system
of Government and economics exists to serve individual
men and women. This question has persistently domi-
nated the discussion of government for many genera-
tions. On questions relating to these things men have dif-
fered, and for time immemorial it is probable that honest
men will continue to differ.

The final word belongs to no man; yet we can still
believe in change and in progress. Democracy, 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 striv-
ing for them, there are many roads to follow. But, if we
map the course of these roads, 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 gov-
ernment. The growth of the national Governments of
Europe was a struggle for the development of a central-
ized force in the Nation, strong enough to impose peace
upon ruling barons. In many instances the victory of the
central Government, the creation of a strong central
Government, was a haven of refuge to the individual.

The people preferred the master far away to the
exploitation and cruelty of the smaller master near at
hand. But the creators of national Government were per-
force ruthless men. They were often cruel in their meth-
ods, but they did strive steadily toward something that
society needed and 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 devel-

opment of Nations. Society paid him well for his services
and its development. When the development among the
Nations of Europe, however, had been completed, ambi-
tion and ruthlessness, having served their term, tended to
overstep their mark.

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 lim-
iting 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 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 Government was essentially dan-
gerous and essentially unworkable. They were honest
people, my friends, and we cannot deny that their expe-
rience 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 Govern-
ment, that the destiny of individuals 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 draft-
ing the Declaration of Independence turned his mind
to the same problem and took a different view. He did
not deceive himself 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 circumstances. We find him care-
fully analyzing the society for which he was to organize
a Government. “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
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and of moderate wealth. Most of the laboring class pos-
sess property, cultivate their own lands, have families
and from the demand for their labor, are enabled to exact
from the rich and the competent such prices as enable
them to feed abundantly, clothe above mere decency, to
labor moderately 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 compe-
tency” he meant the right of free thinking, freedom of
forming and expressing opinions, and freedom of per-
sonal living, each man according to his own Rights. 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 individ-
ual that the Government, without whose assistance the
property rights could not exist, must intervene, not to
destroy individualism, but to protect it.

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 system, the day in which
individualism was made the great watchword of Ameri-
can life. The happiest of economic conditions made that
day long and splendid. On the Western frontier, 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 labor and partly by
extracting their livelihood from the soil, so that starvation
and dislocation were practically impossible. At the very
worst there was always the possibility of climbing into a
covered wagon and moving west where the untilled prai-
ries 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 could invite immi-
gration 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 tempo-
rary misfortune served our manifest destiny. 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 hum-
blest; to annihilate distance by steam power and 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, Government 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 consummation of this new
dream. There was, however, a shadow over the dream.
To be made real, it required use of the talents of men
of tremendous will and tremendous ambition, since by
no other force could the problems of financing and engi-
neering and new developments be brought to a consum-
mation. So manifest were the advantages of the machine
age, however, that the United States fearlessly, cheer-
fully, and, I think, rightly, accepted the bitter with the
sweet. It was thought that no price was too high to pay
for the advantages which we could draw from a finished
industrial system. This history of the last half century
is accordingly in large measure a history 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 ruthless, often wasteful, and
frequently corrupt; but they did build railroads, and we
have them today. It has been estimated that the Ameri-
can investor paid for the American railway system 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 needs, society chose to
give the ambitious man free play and unlimited reward
provided only that he produced the economic plant so
much desired.
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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 indus-
try. This was done at the request of business men them-
selves. The tariff was originally imposed for the purpose
of “fostering our infant industry,” a phrase I think the
older among you will remember 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 Southwest. 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 traditional, particularly in Republican admin-
istrations, for business urgently to ask the Government
to put at private disposal all kinds of Government assis-
tance. 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 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, with-
out 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.

In retrospect we can now see that the turn of the
tide came with the turn of the century. We were reach-
ing our last frontier; there was no more free land and our
industrial combinations 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 economic
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
Republican 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 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, abandon-
ing 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 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 encroach-
ment 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 of the
twentieth century, on whom great masses of individuals
relied for their safety and their livelihood, and whose irre-
sponsibility and greed (if they were not controlled) would
reduce them to starvation and penury. The concentration
of financial power had not proceeded 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” 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 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 find 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 international
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affairs—we might have had a wholly different situation at
the present time. However, the then distant roar of Euro-
pean cannon, growing ever louder, forced him to aban-
don the study of this issue. The problem he saw so clearly
is left with us as a legacy; 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 indi-
cates 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 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 immigration from Europe to share our endless plenty.
We are now providing a drab living for 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 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 oppor-
tunity in business has narrowed. It still is true that men
can start small enterprises, trusting to native shrewdness
and ability to keep abreast of competitors; but area after
area has been pre-empted altogether by the great corpo-
rations, 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 independent 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 organized corporate competi-
tors, as your corner grocery man can tell you. Recently
a careful study was made of the concentration of busi-

ness in the United States. It showed that our economic
life was dominated by some six hundred odd corporations
who controlled two-thirds of American industry. Ten mil-
lion small business men divided the other third. More
striking still, it appeared that if the process of concen-
tration 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.

Clearly, all this calls for a re-appraisal of values. A
mere builder of more industrial plants, a creator of more
railroad systems, an organizer of more corporations, is as
likely to be a danger as a help. The day of the great pro-
moter 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 exploitation of natural resources,
or necessarily producing more goods. It is the soberer,
less dramatic business of administering resources and
plants already in hand, of seeking to reestablish foreign
markets for our surplus production, of meeting the prob-
lem of under-consumption, 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 admin-
istration has come.

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 eighteenth century that therefore we should aban-
don the principle of national Government. Nor today
should we abandon 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 ambitious central Government
by modifying it gradually into a constitutional democratic
Government. 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 an economic
declaration of rights, an economic constitutional order.
This is the common task of statesman and business man.
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It is the minimum requirement of a more permanently
safe order of things.

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 can-
not 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 restored and unemployment ended and to bring
the Western farmer back to his accustomed level of pros-
perity and to assure a permanent safety to both groups.
That is why some enlightened 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 everywhere are asking
a form of organization which will bring the scheme into
balance, 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 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 prob-
lem of Government in terms of a contract. 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 peo-
ple consented to that power on consideration that they
be accorded certain rights. The task of statesmanship
has always been the re-definition 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 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 owned a positive duty
as well. I said in substance that if he had acquired large

sums of money, he was when accused required to explain
the sources of such wealth. To that extent this wealth
was colored with a public interest. I said that in financial
matters, public servants should, even beyond private citi-
zens, 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 thinking in the past quar-
ter century that private economic power is, to enlarge an
old phrase, a public trust as well. T 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 summit of American business life know
this best; happily, many of these urge the binding quality
of this greater social contract.

The terms of that contract are as old as the Repub-
lic, and as new as the new economic order. 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 economic, owes to everyone an avenue to possess
himself of a portion of that plenty sufficient 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 attain-
able, 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 rights must yield to it. If,
in accord with this principle, we must restrict the opera-
tions of the speculator, the manipulator, even the finan-
cier, 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 part of our industrial life. They have
undertaken to be, not business men, but princes of prop-
erty. [ am not prepared to say that the system which pro-
duces them is wrong. I am very clear that they must fear-
lessly and competently assume the responsibility which
goes with the power. So many enlightened business
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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 necessary, sacrifice this or that pri-
vate advantage; and in reciprocal self-denial must seek a
general advantage. It is here that formal Government—
political Government, if you choose—comes in. When-
ever 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 pub-
lic welfare, and threatens 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 pub-
lic interest.

The Government should assume the function of eco-
nomic regulation only as a last resort, to be tried only
when private initiative, inspired by high responsibility,
with such assistance 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 individual 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 maintenance 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 such power as his abil-
ity permits, consistent with his assuming the accompany-
ing responsibility.

All this is a long, slow talk. Nothing is more striking
than the simple innocence of the men who insist, when-
ever 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 includes
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, teach-
ing always, because the greatest duty of the 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
the time when a major depression cannot occur again;
and if this means sacrificing the easy profits of inflation-
ist 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 imagined for us in
1776, and which Jefferson, Roosevelt and Wilson sought
to bring to realization. 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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Document Analysis

Roosevelt begins this speech by providing some histori-
cal background from before the American Revolution.
Throughout history, he argues, people have formed cen-
tralized governments in order to limit the power of the
aristocracy and to protect the interests of the general
public. When these centralized governments became too
powerful, Roosevelt asserts, “popular participation and
control” have coordinated to establish “limitations on ar-
bitrary power.” Roosevelt compares American statesmen
Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson and their dif-
fering visions of the role of government. Hamilton “be-
lieved that the safety of the republic lay in the autocratic
strength of its Government, that the destiny of individu-
als was to serve that Government.”

Jefferson, on the other hand, saw government as “a
means to an end, not an end in itself” and believed that
the government was created to serve the people and to
protect their individual rights. Roosevelt argues that the
protection of individual rights is not ensured by a total ab-
sence of regulation but rather through government poli-
cies that enable individuals to thrive and prosper. This
idea is fundamental to Roosevelt's theory of government.
Since its founding, he argues, the U.S. government has
understood that it “must intervene, not to destroy indi-
vidualism, but to protect it.”

Most Americans prospered with minimal interference
from the government in the first century following the
country’s founding. “So began, in American political life,
the new day, the day of the individual against the sys-
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.” In other
words, while there were abundant natural resources, free
land in the West, and nearly limitless opportunities for
expansion, individual Americans could be left alone to
make their way. People who worked hard were rewarded
with success without the government’s help.

Roosevelt draws a hard line between the preindus-
trial and postindustrial United States. He describes the
Industrial Revolution as a “dream of an economic ma-
chine, able to raise the standard of living for everyone
.. . to release everyone from the drudgery of the heavi-
est manual toil,” and he describes how the government,
long accustomed to leaving individuals alone to make
their way, found itself called upon to support industry
so all Americans could benefit from the advances of the
industrial age. Throughout the unprecedented industrial
and financial growth of the nineteenth century, “the busi-

ness of Government was not to interfere but to assist
in the development of industry,” and government poli-
cies protected industries, such as railroads and shipping
with tariffs, land grants, and other regulatory protections.
Roosevelt describes this as a circumstantial shift from
a government whose purpose was the protection of the
individual to one whose primary goal was the support of
business, with the theory that this would benefit all.
Roosevelt concludes with a call for a new role for the
government, a return to Jeffersonian principles of the
protection of individual rights and government in service
to the people. Unfettered industry has failed to protect
these rights, Roosevelt asserts, and “equality of oppor-
tunity as we have known it no longer exists.” It is time
for the “soberer, less dramatic business of administering
. of distributing wealth and products more
equitably, of adapting existing economic organizations to
the service of the people.” Roosevelt asserts that if he is
elected, he will provide “enlightened administration” and

resources . .

will use government resources to help individuals protect
their rights to a fair chance of success and security.

Essential Themes
This speech was a call to consider a new, activist role for
government. Roosevelt wished to convince his listeners
that the protection of individual rights, a foundational
belief of American democracy, now required government
intervention in a way that was not needed in a preindus-
trial society. Roosevelt positions himself as the candidate
who will protect these rights by intervening and regulat-
ing private industry, and he introduces terms that indi-
cated a radical departure from the free-market capitalism
of his predecessor. The idea that the government had a
role in limiting corporate power so that wealth could be
more fairly distributed set the stage for the New Deal
policies and programs of his presidency.

—Bethany Groff, MA
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