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Introduction

“Democracy is not a static thing. It is an everlasting march.”

—Franklin Roosevelt, October 1, 1935

We Americans rightly remember and honor Franklin Delano Roosevelt for his presidential leadership. Indeed, when historians and pollsters ask us to rank the nation’s presidents, we consistently rate him, alongside George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, as one of our three greatest. How could we not? In the course of his twelve-year presidency, from 1933 to 1945, FDR rallied Americans to stand forth, confront, and ultimately triumph over the two worst crises to threaten the United States in the twentieth century: the Great Depression and the Second World War. These were mortal crises that placed the very survival of the United States, and all that it stood for, in jeopardy. And yet, as much as we have honored and memorialized Roosevelt and his presidency by naming parks and schools after him and by erecting monuments to him—the grandest in Washington, DC, and New York City—we regularly forget, or are made to forget, what made him a truly great leader. But in the wake of more than forty years of assaults on the memory and legacy of Roosevelt from the right and the corporate rich, and especially now, in light of the crises we ourselves face, we need to start remembering.

We need to remember not only that Franklin Roosevelt successfully mobilized Americans to rescue the United States from economic ruin in the 1930s; to save the nation and the world from Nazi, fascist, and imperial tyranny in the first half of the 1940s; and to build an America that at war’s end would become the strongest and most prosperous country on earth. We need to also remember that he did so—against fierce conservative and reactionary opposition, despite Americans’ own many faults and failings, and in spite of his own elite background and physical disabilities—by inspiring, encouraging, and empowering his fellow citizens, especially working Americans, to make the United States freer, more equal, and more democratic than ever before. In fact, we need to remember that he and the generation he led actually lifted the nation out of the Depression, defended it against its fascist enemies in a global war, and actually made it even stronger and greater: not by retreating from what it meant to be an American, but by radically extending and deepening American democratic life.

In this collection of Roosevelt’s speeches and writings, we encounter the words—words such as “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself” and “This generation of Americans has a rendezvous with destiny”—that helped to turn a generation of American men and women into what we have come to recognize as our “Greatest Generation” and, in turn, led them to consider him their greatest leader. Words that in the face of terrible and devastating catastrophes reminded them who they were and what they were capable of accomplishing. Words that not only recruited them to and enlisted them in the labors and struggles of the New Deal and World War II, but also invited them to organize and press him to advance industrial democracy and social democracy even further than he himself might ever have originally intended to go. Words that emboldened a generation to progressively transform themselves and the nation.

From the 1920s through the New Deal 1930s and World War II, FDR advanced a vision of America’s future rooted in the nation’s historic promise and the democratic history it engendered. He did so in his Commonwealth Club speech of 1932, when he called for a new “economic declaration of rights”; in his 1941 Annual Message to Congress, when he pronounced the “four freedoms” to be “Freedom of Speech and Expression, Freedom of Worship, Freedom from Want, Freedom from Fear”; and in his 1944 State of the Union address, when he projected the enactment of a second Bill of Rights, an Economic Bill of Rights for all Americans (all of which are included in this volume).

Yes, the words were written and spoken decades ago. Nonetheless, despite the best efforts of powerful and richly endowed forces to make them seem strange or foreign to our eyes and ears, we not only recognize many of them, but also hear them speaking directly to us, to our persistent democratic hopes and aspirations—imbued in or afforded us by his presidency and the generation that elected him president four times.

WHO WAS FDR? What made him a champion of American democratic life—a champion determined to not simply rhetorically celebrate the United States but, all the more, to encourage his fellow citizens to truly enhance it?

Born in 1882, Franklin Roosevelt grew up privileged, the son of New York Hudson River gentry. But whereas his older cousin President Theodore Roosevelt, whom he greatly admired and often sought to model himself after, was a Republican-turned-Progressive, FDR was a Democrat who began his career as a Progressive but moved beyond progressivism to develop a new kind of liberalism and to become, rather amazingly, a small-d democrat.

Privilege led young Franklin to private school, then on to Harvard, and finally into Columbia University Law School. Along the way, to his extremely good fortune, he met, fell in love with, and married his cousin Eleanor, Theodore’s niece, who would be his invaluable political partner for the rest of his life and become, in the course of the 1930s, the most prominent woman in America and, eventually, the world.

After his studies, ambition soon propelled FDR into politics. He won a challenging election to the New York state legislature in 1910 and two years later moved from Albany to Washington to serve in President Woodrow Wilson’s cabinet as Assistant Secretary of the Navy, a post that, with the onset of World War I in 1914 and US entry into the war in 1917, afforded him experiences and skills that would come in handy years later as a wartime president.

Privilege, prominence, and personal determination propelled FDR forward. But they could not save him from terrible defeats and setbacks. To his credit and our advantage, he would not retreat in the face of crises.

In 1920, he succeeded in securing the second slot on the ill-fated Democratic Party presidential ticket. The Democrats lost the election that year in good part because the Republicans effectively portrayed President Wilson’s plan for the postwar League of Nations, and possible United States membership in it, as a threat to American sovereignty. FDR himself had strongly supported American membership as a means of maintaining peace in the world, and he would never actually give up the idea of the United States participating in such a global institution—which led him during World War II to envision, propose, and pursue the creation of the United Nations.

Out of office and government following the 1920 defeat, Roosevelt set himself—inspired by the authorial examples of his presidential “mentors” Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson—to try writing a new history of the United States. As he put it, he was not impressed with existing texts. They failed to show, he said, that the United States was “clearly going somewhere right from the start.” However, he soon discovered that while he was good with words, he was not a book-writing man. But in his own way he actually would “write” a new American story. Winning the presidency in 1932, FDR would become not just Commander in Chief, but also, as the speeches collected here attest, “History Teacher in Chief.” The history—the historical narrative—he would cultivate in his speeches was that of a nation made great and democratic by the progressive, at times radical, impulses and energies of its people.

Of course, the most devastating and tragic setback that Roosevelt would suffer and endure came in 1921, when he contracted polio at the age of thirty-nine. Thereafter, as much as he struggled to find a cure and a way of overcoming the paralysis in his legs caused by the disease, he would never again stand up or walk without assistance. And yet, testifying to both the extraordinary aid and support of his family and friends and his own determination not to surrender to the disease, he would become by decade’s end the most dynamic political figure in the country.

All through the 1920s, FDR worked hard to transcend his disability. He would never find a cure, but the experience taught him more than to appreciate how interdependent we are upon one another to survive and move ahead. It also made him more sympathetic for and empathetic toward those in need. At the same time, he was learning about the economic difficulties and struggles of working people, courtesy of Eleanor, who had become deeply involved in the Women’s Trade Union League in New York City and regularly brought many a working-class labor and socialist activist home to the family estate at Hyde Park. These women, mostly East European Jewish immigrants, were helping to turn him all the more into a small-d democrat and to prepare him to become the leader he soon became.

Notably, the leftist writer and editor Max Lerner would observe in a 1938 essay titled “Roosevelt and History” that FDR “will be remembered . . . as a man who, without being of the people . . . was able to grasp and to some degree communicate what the common man dimly felt.” And as Lerner and others were to note, what made that possible was that Roosevelt himself was “wholeheartedly a democrat” who sincerely wanted to know what Americans were truly thinking. Moreover, people close to him would say that despite his elite background, he imagined his fellow citizens possessing the same democratic memories, impulses, and longings as he did.

REPUBLICANS GOVERNED IN Washington for twelve years, but their political ascendance would be undone by the devastating financial crash of 1929 and the ensuing depression and economic and social catastrophes—factory and bank closures, skyrocketing unemployment, widespread loss of homes and homesteads, widening and deepening poverty and destitution, and vast numbers of people, children included, living in Hoovervilles (shantytowns named after Republican president Herbert Hoover) or traveling the roads and rails.

In the face of such horrors, more and more Americans feared for the future. Some yearned for a dictator. Others, from industrial workers to midwestern farmers, began to organize demonstrations, marches, and mass protests. In the midst of this Roosevelt remarked to a friend, “There is no question in my mind that it is time for the country to become fairly radical for at least one generation.” Only in this way, he thought, could the United States avoid a fascist or communist revolution and sustain its own historic and persistent democratic revolution.

UNWILLING TO REMAIN sidelined, Roosevelt had reentered politics in 1928 and won two consecutive two-year terms as governor of New York. As governor, he responded to the crash and worsening depression by using the powers of state government to address the economic and social crises. Rejecting the traditional ideal of limited government, he launched public works projects and initiatives to create jobs for the unemployed. His initiatives in New York made him a prime candidate for president.

Convinced that President Herbert Hoover and his conservative Republican administration were contributing to the ruination of the country, FDR declared for the presidency in 1932, intent upon leading the United States out of the Great Depression by leading it in a liberal, progressive, indeed one might actually say social-democratic direction. Promising a New Deal of federal policies and programs that would not only provide economic relief, instigate economic recovery, and undertake the reconstruction of the nation, thereby creating jobs and affording economic security to the “forgotten man” (that is, to working people), but also empower Americans to democratically reform government and public life, he would handily defeat the incumbent Hoover that November.

Conservatives and corporate bosses rightly worried about Roosevelt’s plans and initiatives, and they would soon organize well-funded media campaigns to undo his presidency by portraying the president as a communist or a socialist and a threat to American liberty. But he was neither. He did not envision nationalizing banks, industries, and agriculture. He did, however, firmly believe, as had his forerunner Abraham Lincoln, that democratic government existed to do what we could not do for ourselves—or what high finance and big business were either failing to do or doing wrongly or unjustly. Moreover, he and his cabinet officers were not seeking to weaken or undermine the Bill of Rights, but to strengthen it by extending its reach and empowering citizens and workers against the power and authority of corporate property and wealth.

Declaring at his first inauguration in 1933 that “the only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” Roosevelt now set himself, his “New Dealers,” and the Democratic-controlled Congress to mobilizing Americans to the labors and struggles of relief, recovery, reconstruction, and reform. Together, president and people would severely test each other, make mistakes and regrettable compromises, and suffer defeats and disappointments. Nevertheless, challenging each other to live up to their finest ideals, Roosevelt and his fellow citizens would advance them further than either had expected or even imagined possible. We should not fail to note that FDR was to win an historic landslide vote in the November 1936 presidential election.

Confronting fierce conservative, reactionary, and corporate opposition, Roosevelt and the American people not only utterly rejected authoritarianism, but also enthusiastically redeemed the nation’s historic purpose and promise by initiating revolutionary changes in American government and public life and radically extending American freedom, equality, and democracy. Harnessing the powers of democratic government, they subjected big business and finance to public account and regulation; empowered the federal government to address the needs of working people; mobilized and organized labor unions; fought for their rights; broadened and leveled the “We” in “We the People”; established a social security system; expanded the nation’s public infrastructure; improved the environment; cultivated the arts and refashioned popular culture; and, while much remained to be done, imbued themselves with fresh democratic convictions, hopes, and aspirations that would enable them to go all out to victory in World War II.

In the wake of Imperial Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, and the ensuing declarations of war by Japan’s allies Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, president and people would once again test each other, make mistakes and compromises, and suffer defeats and disappointments. Nonetheless, they not only prevailed over their enemies, but also, as before, compelled each other to enhance American democratic life in the process. Despite continuing antidemocratic opposition from the political right and conservative rich, Americans expanded the labor, consumer, and civil-rights movements; subjected industry and the marketplace to greater public control; began to dramatically reduce inequality and poverty; and further transformed the “We” in “We the People.” Moreover, they embraced the prospect of new initiatives to expand freedom, equality, and democracy at war’s end. And though FDR’s declared hopes of enacting an Economic Bill of Rights that would guarantee such things as jobs, healthcare, housing, and education was obstructed by a coalition of Republicans and Southern Democrats, he did succeed in securing passage of the GI Bill—with major grassroots lobbying efforts by the American Legion—which enabled twelve million American veterans to remake themselves and the nation for the better in the postwar years.

ROOSEVELT PASSED AWAY in April 1945. American citizens across the country and in uniform overseas mourned the loss of the man whom they had chosen four times not only to be their president, but also to challenge them to redeem, sustain, and advance America’s purpose and promise. Germany and Japan would surrender in the months that followed (Italy had surrendered in 1943). But the generation that FDR inspired to greatness was just beginning to make America greater.

Roosevelt and the generation he led confronted mortal national and international crises and prevailed by making America “fairly radical for at least one generation.” Neither he nor they were saints. FDR made terrible and tragic mistakes as president. He failed to get Congress to affirm America’s historic commitment to serving as an “asylum for mankind” by lifting the nation’s immigration and refugee quotas and enabling greater numbers of Jews to escape Hitler’s Germany and find a safe haven in the United States. He allowed his generals and admirals to persuade him to create a “Jim Crow” racially segregated military to fight in World War II. And he deferred to the pressures and demands of powerful groups to remove Japanese Americans on the West Coast from their homes and farms and send them to internment in camps in the nation’s interior. We must never, ever forget those things.

But neither should we fail to recall and appreciate, first, how FDR led Americans to victory in the darkest of times by encouraging them to progressively transform the nation and themselves and radically extend and deepen American democratic life, and second, how those very Americans who endured the anti-Semitism and racism that prevailed in this country at that time refused to allow the powers that be to get away with defining them as less American than any of their fellow citizens. They served no less patriotically and gallantly in the war effort and the fight against fascism and imperialism.

As we read the speeches and writings of FDR collected here, we would do well to keep in mind the words of his campaign advisor and cabinet officer, Rexford Tugwell. Early in The Democratic Roosevelt, his 1955 memoir and history of working with FDR, Tugwell offered this advice:

We are a lucky people. We have had leaders when the national life was at stake. If it had not been for Washington we might not have become a nation; if it had not been for Lincoln we might have been split in two; if it had not been for this later democrat [Franklin Roosevelt] we might have succumbed to a dictatorship. For that was the alternative, much in the air, when he took charge. It is important that younger Americans who did not know him should understand what he found, what he left, and above all, how he went about his work. His attitudes and the devices he used are the ones called for among us. They will have to be improved and used again. Our troubles are not over; they will never be over. We must hope for other such leaders in other days of crisis. They can learn from studying the Roosevelt technique.

This historian would simply add that whether our parents and grandparents were lucky or just damn smart enough to choose the right leaders, they obviously recognized that Franklin Roosevelt himself was a fighter who would not just fight for them, but also encourage the fight in them. Inspired by his words and confidence, they defeated their enemies and made America stronger and richer by making it freer, more equal, and more democratic. If anybody was lucky, it was surely us.

But we need more than luck to confront our own crises. We must lay claim to Roosevelt’s words and the struggles and achievements of the generation they shaped. And we should not fail to seriously consider FDR’s advice to make America “fairly radical for at least a generation.”

Suggested Readings

Elizabeth Borgwardt, A New Deal for the World: America’s Vision for Human Rights (Harvard University Press, 2005).

Frank Freidel, Franklin D. Roosevelt: A Rendezvous with Destiny (Little, Brown and Company, 1990).

Harvey J. Kaye, The Fight for the Four Freedoms: What Made FDR and the Greatest Generation Truly Great (Simon & Schuster, 2014).

David M. Kennedy, Freedom from Fear: The American People in Depression and War (Oxford University Press, 1999).


 PART I 

New York State Senate and Governorship of New York

(1910–1932)


1.

We Have Acquired a New Set of Conditions Which We Must Seek to Solve

Speech to the People’s Forum
Troy, New York, March 3, 1912

Roosevelt won election to the New York State Senate in 1910 as a Democrat and quickly became associated with the progressives of the party. However, he revealed his own political commitments by way of his legislative initiatives more than by way of any clearly stated philosophy. And yet, in this speech in the spring of 1912, we can hear him not only starting to articulate his democratic sense of history and progressive thinking, but also seeking to develop a new kind of American liberal—if not social-democratic—thinking, when he points to the emerging “new theory of the liberty of the community.”

. . . For nearly one thousand years and in almost every European and American country [the struggle to obtain individual freedom] has been the great and fundamental question in the economic life of the people. The Reformation, for instance, and the Renaissance in Europe are too commonly regarded as religious or educational struggles and have not, by teachers of history, been sufficiently explained as efforts on the part of the various peoples affected to obtain individual liberty. In the same way the American Revolution, the French Revolution and at a later date the general European uprisings of 1848. . . .

During the past century we have acquired a new set of conditions which we must seek to solve. To put it in the simplest and fewest words I have called this new theory the struggle for liberty of the community rather than liberty of the individual. When all is said and done every new doctrine which had been advanced for the last fifty years comes under this definition. Every new star that people have hitched their wagon to for the past half century, whether it be anti-rebating, or anti-trusts, or new-fashioned education, or conservation of our natural resources or state regulation of common carriers, or commission government, or any of the thousand and one other things that we have run after of late, almost without any exception come under the same heading. They are all steps in the evolution of the new theory of the liberty of the community.

The Socialist has at times called this same thing “community interest” and some sounding orators have called it the “brotherhood of man.” Neither of these expressions is possible to use anywhere outside of heaven, for community of interest at once suggests to the mind a kind of happy condition where everybody wants the same thing and everybody gets it. This is comparatively recent doctrine, but at least the liberty of the individual has been obtained, and we must face new theories.

To state it plainly, competition has been shown to be useful up to a certain point, but co-operation, which is the thing that we must strive for today, begins where competition leaves off. This was what the founders of the Republic were groping for. . . .

So it is in New York State today. We are beginning to see that it is necessary for our health and happiness that the rights of individuals that lumber companies may not do as they please with the wooded growths in the Catskills and the Adirondacks.

There are, however, many persons who still think that individuals can do as they please with their own property even though it affects a community. The most striking example of what happens in such a case that I know of, was a picture shown me by Gifford Pinchot last week. It was a photograph of a walled city in northern China. Four or five hundred years ago this city had been the center of the populous and prosperous district, a district whose mountains and ridges were covered with magnificent trees, its streams flowing without interruption and its crops in the valleys prospering. It was known as one of the richest provinces in China, both as a lumber exporting center and as an agricultural community.

Today the picture shows the walled town, almost as it stood 500 years ago, but there is not a human being within the walls, and but few in the whole region. Rows upon rows of bare ridges and mountains stretch back from the city without a vestige of life. Everything is in a dilapidated condition, and this is all due to the liberty of the individual. This is what will happen in this very state if the individuals are allowed to do as they please with the natural resources to line their own pockets during their life. With them the motto is “After us the deluge.” They do not care what happens after they are gone and even do not care what happens to their neighbors . . .

There is, to my mind, no valid reason why the food supply of the nation should not be put on the most economical and at the same time the most productive basis by carrying out co-operation. If we call the method regulation, people hold up their hands in horror and say “un-American,” or “dangerous,” but if we call the same identical process co-operation these same old fogies will cry out “well done.” It may seem absurd to call the rebating formerly done by railroads, and the great trusts so-called, minor issues, but after all rebating was discrimination and the doctrine of co-­operation came with it. The same with trusts; they were and are run on the theory of monopoly, but co-operations puts monopoly out of date and we now understand that the mere size of a trust is not of necessity its evil. The trust is evil because it monopolizes for a few, and as long as this keeps up it will be necessary for a community to change its features.

And here I come to the final point. How must the liberty of the community be obtained? It will not be obtained at once, whether the Democrats, Republicans, or Socialists say so or not. It must be worked out by keeping ever in view the cause of the condition and we must also keep in view the other essential point: law and order.


2.

Is There a Jefferson on the Horizon?

Review of Claude Bowers’s Jefferson and Hamilton
New York Evening World, December 8, 1925

Out of political office in the early 1920s—following the defeat of the Democratic ticket on which he was the party’s vice-presidential nominee—Roosevelt sought to write a book-length work of American history, just as his political idols Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson had, but he ultimately failed to do so. In this book review essay, however, he not only reveals his democratic understanding of United States history and embraces the popular democratic legacy of Thomas Jefferson, he also essentially speaks of the kind of man he himself hopes to become and the kind of history he hopes to make as a politician.

I felt like saying “At last” as I read Mr. Claude G. Bowers’s thrilling Jefferson and Hamilton. Perhaps this feeling is influenced by my personal experiences, but, in the broader sense, I am convinced that it would be a supreme contribution to current thought if the simple historic facts of this book could be learned in the newspaper editorial rooms as well as in the homes and schools of America.

Let me explain the personal side of it. A year ago I took occasion in a letter addressed to more than a thousand Democratic leaders throughout the country to refer in passing to the difference between the Jeffersonian and Hamiltonian ideals for an American method of government, and to apply their fundamental differences to present-day policies of our two great parties. Immediately many editors, including even some of the metropolitan press, launched sneers at the mere suggestion that Jeffersonianism could, in any remote manner, bear upon the America of 1925. A materialistic press reflects a materialistic age, but I still boil inwardly when I think of these smug writers who, wish being father to the thought, deny that the forces hostile to control of government by the people which existed in the crisis of 1790–1800 could still be a threat in our day and land.

The other personal reason is that for some years I have been, frankly, fed up with the romantic cult which has, since the publication of an historical novel, surrounded the name of Alexander Hamilton; and I have longed to write this very book, which now so much more ably comes from the delightful pen and untiring research of Mr. Bowers.

What is more valuable, however, is that in this study of a period which was, in every way, as important to the preservation of the Union as was the Civil War itself, a spirit of fairness and calm judgment is shown which makes the book not merely convincing to the general reader but of permanent value to the advanced student.

For Hamilton emerges still a romantic and fascinating figure, albeit in his true character of aristocrat and convinced opponent of popular government. And in Jefferson we see not only the savior of the deeper ideals of the Revolution, but also the man with human failings, the consummate politician.

The history of the United States may be interesting to some for the mere fact of events or personalities, but it is of value to us as a whole because of the application we make of these facts to present problems. It is in this spirit in which the book must be read: if we obtain from its pages only the knowledge of the definite establishment of a democratic republic because of the leadership of Jefferson and his associates, we fail unless we in addition apply the basic ideals of those days to the later events in American history and to the often essentially similar problems that still lie unsolved before us.

In fact what is the chief revelation is not the day by day contest of the first ten years of the constitutional United States, but the constantly recurring thought of parallel or at least analogous situations existing in our own generation.

Mr. Bowers’s book enters into the midst of the organization of the government in 1789 after the ratification of the Constitution and the election of President Washington . . . There were no political parties, yet the line of demarcation was drawn before ever Washington was inaugurated. It is the little things which germinate . . . the birth of American party battles had risen in the problem of the titles by which the president, the cabinet and the Congress should be addressed. Next the social climbers, the snobbery, the appointment of Hamilton and Jefferson to the cabinet, the rise of Hamilton to a position of supremacy and with it the control of the infant government by the moneyed class. All still in the stage of experiment, and who, even today, can say that immediate success did not lie in the establishment of the Republic’s finances and commercial credit? Alexander Hamilton we honor because of his master stroke for sound money, his genius for finance. Yet we must take into account the scandal of the day, the unconscionable profiteering of his followers—even some in Congress—in that same moneyed class who made veritable fortunes from the stupidity or the need or the lack of inside information on the part of the thousands of veterans, tradesmen, farmers or frontier settlers away from the larger seaport towns.

Slowly the lines were being formed. Within the cabinet itself Jefferson, a veritable Westerner of his day, mistrusting the fondness of Hamilton for his Chambers of Commerce and his contempt for the opinion of the masses; Hamilton, confident of his power, confident of the power of his leaders among merchants and aristocrats, wholly lacking in understanding or in fear of the rights of what he thought of as the rabble—the poor, the uneducated, the average human being who, even then, made up the mass of his countrymen.

The scene changes to Philadelphia, the next temporary capital. More display, greater snobbery, an increased assurance on the part of the men and women of wealth, of family, of commercial prestige; and, most important, a growth of the pro-British sentiment on the part of these, and an abhorrence for the successes and excesses of the onrushing French Revolution.

It is natural that in this environment the demarcation into parties grew apace. Jefferson, eclipsed in the cabinet by Hamilton, the natural democrat against the natural aristocrat, began then the mobilization of the masses against the autocracy of the few. It was a colossal task. With Hamilton were the organized compact forces of wealth, of birth, of commerce, of the press. With him at heart was Washington, the president. Jefferson could count only on the scattered raw material of the working masses, difficult to reach, more difficult to organize.

So began a warfare by press and pamphlet, skillfully forced by Jefferson and Madison and Freneau; bitterly answered by Hamilton and Ames and Fenno. A drawn battle of wits, perhaps, but every new reader a step toward the goal of Jefferson. A true public opinion was being made possible. . . .

So the ten years’ drama drew to its curtain. Through all the mudslinging, the abuse of power, the deliberate misrepresentation, Jefferson remained the calm philosopher. When troops were asked, it was Jefferson’s followers who were the readiest to fall in on country’s call. When grave questions of domestic policy arose, it was reserved for certain Federalists of New England to be the first to talk of the dissolution of the Union. Jefferson’s faith in mankind was vindicated; his appeal to the intelligence of the average voter bore fruit; his conception of a democratic republic came true.

I have a breathless feeling as I lay down this book—a picture of escape after escape which this nation passed through in those first ten years; a picture of what might have been if the Republic had been finally organized as Alexander Hamilton sought. But I have a breathless feeling, too, as I wonder if, a century and a quarter later, the same contending forces are not again mobilizing. Hamiltons we have today. Is a Jefferson on the horizon?


3.

Whither Bound?

Speech to Milton Academy
Milton, Massachusetts, May 18, 1926

FDR would come to speak of democracy as “an everlasting march.” In these remarks to the students at Milton Academy (published by Houghton Mifflin that same year), he made it very clear to the young men and women of the school that in contrast to many older folks he did not fear political and cultural change, but rather what might happen to the nation if the conservatives and reactionaries who governed the country in the 1920s remained in power and continued to stymie America’s democratic progress.

In these two happy days with you at Milton, I have felt very deeply the close association of this gathering with the time, not long past, when all the schools of the nation gave the best of their manhood to a great cause. That crisis called for the highest ideals and received them. It is fitting that, when we who succeed meet in memory of those who died, high purpose to carry on their hopes should govern our thoughts.

After a war it is natural that a period of comparative rest should follow. But the World War brought forth so many new problems for all peoples that our peace must be a peace of action and constructive progress. The men who gave their lives would have had it so, and they call on us today to finish their task.

That is why I would speak chiefly of the future, for I am certain that those who served and died on the battlefields and on the seas gave great thought to the days to come.

So I ask the question: “Quo Vadis—Whither Bound?”

Forty or fifty years ago a certain citizen of this land was sorely troubled. Brought up in a Victorian atmosphere of gloomy religion, of copybook sentiment, of life by precept, he had lived essentially as had his fathers before him. Yet one day he fled to a far-off country. Sudden changes had come to affect his life and that of his neighbors; human voices were carried to him over a tiny copper wire, juggernauts called trolley cars lined his peaceful roads, steam was replacing sails, sputtering arc-lights were appearing in the comfortable darkness of his streets, machine-made goods were forcing out the loving craftsmanship of the centuries. But, more dangerous, the accepted social structure was becoming demoralized. Women—think of it, women!—were commencing to take positions in offices and industrial plants, and demanding—a very few of them—things called political rights; young people were actually questioning the age-long parental right to choose their mates for them; enjoyment and exercise on the Sabbath day were violating the code of generations of Christian ministers. Worst of all, a handful of these ministers themselves were openly rejecting formulas, and substituting a word called “love” for the old word called “charity.” In politics, too, men were speaking of new ideals, and new parties, Populist and Socialist, were making themselves heard throughout the land.

“Surely,” said he, “the nation cannot endure—I will flee from Sodom—the time is out of joint.”

It matters not so much to my argument that this shirker fled as that his pending cataclysm has not yet fallen. Yet there are many like him who view the world today through his eyes—honest people, good people, educated people, influential people. Unrest in this world of ours is caused as much by those who fear change as by those who seek revolution; and unrest in any nation or in any organization, whether it be caused by ultra-conservatism or by extreme radicalism, is in the long run a healthy sign. In government, in science, in industry, in the arts, in action and apathy are the most potent foes.

It is necessary to look back before we look at today or the future: in this lies the truest value of the study of history. I well remember my old schoolmaster, Mr. Peabody, teaching us that material and spiritual progress has had its periodic ups and downs, but that the up-curves are always the longer, and that the net advance is certain in the end.

When the triumphs of Rome fell in a tide of barbarianism and the dark ages followed, civilization and Christianity were not blotted out. Working in unseen ways through many centuries they permeated into every corner of the Western world, and at last broke through the gloom into the glories of the Renaissance. They rose, not as a smoothly flowing tide, but as the result of a great conflict. Thousands died for their faith on both sides. A budding science was labeled witchcraft or heresy. The most modest beginnings of popular government were called unholy. The very study of economics or of philosophy was banned as dangerous to the existing order.

By the year 1500 civilization and progress and Christianity had again come into their own. There followed three hundred years which might be called a period of distribution and of assimilation of the Renaissance. It was the period of the peoples of the world getting to know each other: communication and trade between the different countries of Europe progressed enormously; America and Africa were colonized and the way made open to India and China.

Yet from 1500 to 1800 not many real changes were made in the lives of people. Speed of communication by land and sea showed little gain, and, except for a few great scientific discoveries like those of Newton, science as such was in the groping stage.

It was only in the realm of government, toward the close of the period, that startling events actually occurred. The American Revolution, followed by the French Revolution, marked a new epoch in their field, though their leaven has worked so slowly that the processes of acquiring representative government are still going on.

The next century, however, from 1800 to 1900, and especially its later quarter, gave to the civilized world more physical and mental shocks than any similar period of history. Science won the first practical victory with the advent of steam, first by revolutionizing land transportation, then ocean voyages, and finally industry itself. But the most important factor was the dissemination of education among a vastly larger percentage of the population than ever before. We are told that in the Europe of the fifteenth century, less than five percent of all people could fairly be graded above the rank of serfs, devoid of even what we would call the rudiments of any education at all. In the nineteenth century the average man and woman obtained at least some hope and possibility of acquiring knowledge.

Yet, when all is said and done, the great inventions of yesterday—steam, telegraph, telephone, electrical light and power, industrial machinery—had at first comparatively small effect upon the actual lives which people led. Homes in the country and in the city in, say, 1875, were not so very different from similar homes in 1775. . . .

It was during the last quarter of the last century that the tremendous strides of science first made themselves definitely felt in the average home; for it is in the home that the practical effect of change at last makes itself felt. Once started, this change seems to have gained momentum with each succeeding year, until we come to the point today when we can truly say that the lives of the great majority of people are more different from the lives of 1875 than were our grandfathers’ lives from those of the year 1500.

To come down to the very recent past, there is justification for saying that there has occurred an even more rapid condition of change in the past ten years.

Viewed historically, then, why should anyone express surprise at the loud chorus of protest which rises today against what we call the ways of the modern generation? In the fifteenth century nations were rent asunder by actual wars over changes nothing like so great. Today we howl through the press, we seek legislative remedies, we organize new associations, but we do not go to war. That, at least, is one definite proof of progress.
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