
Teaching America's Story Together 

 

 

THE PROGRESSIVES 

  

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/


 

 

Who is a Progressive? 

by Theodore Roosevelt  

April -31, 1912 

 

In his recent speech at Philadelphia President Taft stated that he was a Progressive, 
and this raises the question as to what a Progressive is. More is involved than any 
man’s say-so as to himself. 

A well-meaning man may vaguely think of himself as a Progressive without having 
even the faintest conception of what a Progressive is. Both vision and intensity of 
conviction must go to the make-up of any man who is to lead the forward 
movement, and mildly good intentions are utterly useless as substitutes. 

The essential difference, as old as civilized history, is between the men who, with 
fervor and broad sympathy and imagination, stand for the forward movement, the 
men who stand for the uplift and betterment of mankind, and who have faith in 
the people, on the one hand; and, on the other hand, the men of narrow vision and 
small sympathy, who are not stirred by the wrongs of others. With these latter 
stand also those other men who distrust the people, and many of whom not merely 
distrust the people, but wish to keep them helpless so as to exploit them for their 
own benefit. 

The difference has never been more accurately set forth than in a lecture by the 
great English writer, Mr. J.A. Froude, delivered some forty-five years ago, and 
running as follows: 

Two kinds of men . . . appear as leaders in time of change. . . . On one side there 
are the . . . men who have no confidence in the people—who have no passionate 
convictions—men who believe that all wholesome reforms proceed downward 
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from the educated to the multitudes; who regard with contempt, qualified by 
terror, appeals to the popular conscience or to popular intelligence. 

Opposite to these are the men of faith—and by faith I do not mean belief in 
dogmas, but belief in goodness, belief in justice, in righteousness. . . . They are not 
contented with looking for what may be useful or pleasant to themselves; they look 
by quite other methods for what is honorable, for what is good, for what is just. 
They believe that if they can find out that, then all hazards, in spite of all present 
consequences to themselves, that is to be preferred? 

When the air is heavy with impostors, and men live only to make money, . . . and 
the kingdom of heaven is bought and sold, and all that is high and pure in man is 
smothered by corruption, fire of the same kind bursts out in higher natures with a 
fierceness which cannot be controlled; and confident in truth and right, they call 
fearlessly on the seven thousand in Israel who have not bowed the knee to Baal to 
rise and stand by them. 

They do not ask whether those whom they address have wide knowledge of history 
or science or philosophy; they ask rather that they shall be honest, that they shall 
be brave. . . . They know well that conscience is no exceptional privilege of the great 
or the cultivated, that to be generous and unselfish is no prerogative of rank or 
intellect. 

We of to-day who stand for the Progressive movement here in the United States 
are not wedded to any particular kind of machinery, save solely as means to the 
end desired. Our aim is to secure the real and not the nominal rule of the people. 
With this purpose in view, we propose to do away with whatever in our 
government tends to secure to privilege, and to the great sinister special interests, 
a rampart from behind which they can beat back the forces that strive for social 

and industrial justice, and frustrate the will of the people. 

For this purpose we believe in securing for the people the direct election of United 
States Senators, exactly as the people have already secured in actual practice the 
direct election of the President. We believe in securing for the people the right of 
nominating candidates for office, from the President down, by direct primaries, 
because the convention system, good in its day, has been twisted from its purpose, 
so that the delegates to the conventions, when chosen under the present methods 
by pressure of money and patronage, often deliberately misrepresent instead of 



representing the popular will. We believe in securing to the people the exercise of 
a real and not merely a nominal control over their representatives in office, this 
control to include the power to secure the enactment of laws which the people 
demand, and the rejection of laws to which the people are opposed, if, after due 
effort, it is found impossible to get from the Legislature and the courts a real 
representation of the deliberate popular judgment in these matters. 

But these and kindred measures are merely machinery, and each community must 
judge for itself as to the machinery which its needs make necessary. The object, 
however, must be the same everywhere; that is, to give the people real control, 
and to have the people exercise this control in a spirit of the broadest sympathy 
and broadest desire to secure social and industrial justice for every man and 
woman, so that the work of all of us may be done and the lives of all of us lived 
under conditions which will tend to increase the dignity, the worth, and the 
efficiency of each individual. 

If in any State the courts, in addition to doing justice in the ordinary cases between 
man and man, have striven to help and not hamper the people in their efforts to 
secure social and industrial justice in a far broader sense for the people as a whole, 
then in that community there may be no need for change as regards them. But 
where, in any community, as in my own State of New York, for instance, the highest 
court of the State, because of its adherence to outworn, to dead and gone systems 
of philosophy, and its lack of understanding of and sympathy with the living, the 
vital needs of those in the community whose needs are greatest, becomes a 
bulwark of privilege and the most effective of all means for preventing the people 
from working in efficient fashion for true justice, then I hold that the power, after 
due deliberation and in Constitutional fashion, to have their judgment made 
efficient and their interpretation of the Constitution made binding upon their 
servants the judges no less than upon their servants the legislators and executives? 

Every man who fights fearlessly and effectively against special privilege in any form 
is to that extent a Progressive. Every man who, directly or indirectly, upholds 
privilege and favors the special interests, whether he acts from evil motives or 
merely because he is puzzle-headed or dull of mental vision or lacking in social 
sympathy, or whether he simply lacks interest in the subject, is a reactionary. 

Every man is to that extent a Progressive if he stands for any form of social justice, 
whether it securing proper protection for factory girls against dangerous 



machinery, for securing a proper limitation of hours of labor for women and 
children in industry, for securing proper living conditions for those who dwell in the 
thickly crowded regions of our great cities, for helping, so far as legislators can help, 
all the conditions of work and life for wage-workers in great centers of industry, or 
for helping by the action both of the National and State governments, so far as 
conditions will permit, the men and women who dwell in the open country to 
increase their efficiency both in production on their farms and in business 
arrangements for the marketing of their produce, and also to increase the 
opportunities to give the best possible expression to their social life. The man is a 
reactionary, whatever may be his professions and no matter how excellent his 
intentions, who opposes these movements, or who, if in high place, takes no 
interest in them and does not earnestly lead them forward. 

When, in deference to the reactionaries in Congress, the President put a stop to 
the work of the Country Life Commission, so that for three years the National 
Government has done little but mark time, or indeed to step backward, as regards 
this movement, then, no matter how good his intentions, his actions ranged him 
against the Progressive side. When the President supports those courts which 
declare that the people have no power to do social justice by enacting laws such as 
those I have above outlined, and when he opposes the effort to give to the sober 
judgment of the people due effect, as against the decisions of a reactionary court, 
then he shows himself a reactionary. 

When the President characterizes a moderate proposal to render effective the 
sober judgment of the American people, as against indefensible and reactionary 
court decisions in favor of the privileged classes, as “laying the ax at the foot of the 
tree of well-ordered freedom,” then the President is standing against the sane and 
moderate movement for social justice; he is standing in favor of privilege; and he 
thereby ranks himself against the Progressives, against the cause of justice for the 
helpless and the wronged, and on the side of the reactionaries, on the side of the 
beneficiaries of privilege and injustice. 

Four years ago the Progressives supported Mr. Taft for President, and he was 
opposed by such representatives of special privilege as Mr. Penrose of 
Pennsylvania, Mr. Aldrich of Rhode Island, Mr. Gallinger of New Hampshire, and 
Messrs. Lorimer, Cannon, and McKinley of Illinois; and he was opposed by 
practically all the men of the stamp of Messrs. Guggenheim and Evans in Colorado, 
Mr. Cox in Ohio, and Mr. Patrick Calhoun of San Francisco. These men were not 



progressives then, and they do not pretend to be Progressives now. But, unlike the 
President, they know who is a Progressive and who is not. They know that he is not 
a Progressive. Their judgment in this matter is good. After three and a half years of 
association with and knowledge of the President, these and their fellows are now 
the President’s chief supporters; and they and the men who feel and act as they do 
in business and in politics give him the great bulk of his strength. The President says 
that he is a Progressive. These men know him well and have studied his actions for 
three years, and they regard him as being precisely the kind of Progressive whom 

they approve—that is, as not a Progressive at all. 

Now, the progressiveness that meets and merits the cordial approval of these 
gentlemen is not the kind of progressiveness which we on our side champion. 
However good the President’s intentions, I believe that his actions have shown that 
he is entitled to the support of precisely these men. Take the most important bit of 
legislation enacted by the last Republican Congress—the Rate Bill. When this bill 
was submitted by the Administration, it was a thoroughly mischievous measure, 
which would have undone the good work that has been accomplished in the control 
of the great railways during the last twenty years. In that shape it was reported out 
of the Senate committee by its ardent champion, Senator Aldrich. In that shape it 
was championed by all those gentlemen whom I have mentioned who had it in their 
power to give such support. 

But the Progressives in the Senate amended the bill, against the determined 
opposition of the reactionary friends of the Administration. They made it a good 
bill by striking out the chief features of the bill as the reactionaries framed it. They 
made but one mistake. They left in the bill the provision for a Commerce Court; and 
in its actual workings this feature of the bill has proved thoroughly mischievous, 
and should be repealed. 

The gentlemen in question and their allies cordially approve the administration of 
the Pure Food and Drugs Bill during the last three years, which has resulted in Dr. 
Wiley’s resigning, because, as he says in print, the situation has become intolerable, 
and “the fundamental principles of the Food and Drugs Act had one by one been 
paralyzed and discredited.” He specifically mentioned among the interests engaged 
in the manufacture of misbranded or adulterated foods which had escaped from 
the control of the Bureau the interests engaged in “the manufacture of so-called 
whisky from alcohol, colors, and flavors.” The gentlemen I have named and the 
great interests back of them, and their allies, like- Mr. Tawney, of Minnesota, were 



responsible for the President’s abandoning the Country Life and Conservation 
Commissions, which had cost the Government nothing and had rendered 
invaluable service to the country; and they also cordially approved the nomination 

of Mr. Ballinger to the position of Secretary of the Interior. 

For two years the Administration did everything in its power to undo the most 
valuable work that had been done in Conservation, especially in securing to the 
people the right to regulate water power franchise in the public interest. This effort 
became so flagrant and the criticism so universal that it was finally abandoned even 
by the Administration itself. As for the efforts to secure social justice in industrial 
matters, by securing child labor legislation, for instance, the Administration simply 
abandoned them completely. 

Alike in its action and in its inaction, the conduct of the Administration during the 
last three years has been such as to merit the support and approval of Messrs. 
Aldrich, Gallinger, Penrose, Lorimer, Cox, Guggenheim, and the other gentlemen I 
have mentioned. I do not wonder that they support it, but I do not regard an 
Administration which has merited and which receives such support as being 
entitled and to call itself Progressive, no matter with what elasticity the word may 
be stretched. 

No men have been closer or more interested students of the career of President 
Taft than these men, no men better understand its real significance, no men better 
appreciate what the effect of the continuance of this Administration for another 
four years would mean. I believe that their judgment upon the Administration and 
upon what its continuance would mean to the people can be accepted, and I think 
that their judgment, as shown by the extreme recklessness of their actions in trying 
to secure the President’s renomination, gives us an accurate gauge as to what the 
Administration merits from the people, and what the action of the people should 
be. 

There is no question that in many States these gentlemen and those now allied with 
them are well aware that the majority of the people are against them, but they 
have set themselves to work by hook or by crook to overcome that majority. Under 
ordinary circumstances, in an ordinary political contest among politicians of 
substantially the same stamp, they would undoubtedly prefer to follow the 
majority of the people. They do not do so in this instance because they realize fully 
that the interests they champion are antagonistic to the interest of the people, and 



that on this occasion the line-up is clean-cut between the people on one side, and 
on the other the political bosses and all who represent special privilege and the evil 
alliance of big business with politics. 

The Republican party is now facing a great crisis. It is to decide whether it will be, 
as in the days of Lincoln, the party of the plain people, the party of progress, the 
party of social and industrial justice; or whether it will be the party of privilege and 
of special interests, the heir to those who were Lincoln’s most bitter opponents, 
the party that represents the great interests within and with out Wall Street which 
desire through their control over the servants of the pubic to be kept immune from 
punishment when they do wrong and to be given privileges to which they are not 
entitled. 

The big business concern that is both honest and far-sighted will, I believe, in the 
end favor our effort to secure thorough-going supervision and control over 
industrial big business, just as we have now secured it over the business of inter-
State transportation and the business of banking under the National law. We do 
not propose to do injustice to any man, but we do propose adequately to guarantee 
the people against injustice by the mighty corporations which make up the 
predominant and characteristic feature of modern industrial life. 

Prosperity can permanently come to this country only on a basis of honesty and of 
fair treatment for all. Those men of enormous wealth who bitterly oppose every 
species of effective control by the people, through their Governmental agents, over 
the business use of that wealth are, I verily believe, most short-sighted as to their 
own ultimate interests. They should welcome such effort, they should welcome 
every effort to make them observe and to assist them in observing the law, so that 
their activities shall be helpful and not harmful to the American people. Most surely 
if the wise and moderate control we advocate does not come, then some day these 
men or their descendants will have to face the chance of some movement of really 

dangerous and drastic character being direct against them. 

The very wealthy men who oppose this action illustrate the undoubted truth that 
some of the men who have the money touch, some of the men who can amass 
enormous fortunes, possess an ability as specialized and non-indicative of other 
forms of ability as the ability to play chess exceptionally well, or to add up four 
columns of figures at once. The men of wealth of this type are not only hostile to 
the interest of the country, but hostile to their own interests; their great business 



ability is unaccompanied by even the slightest ability to read the signs of the times 
or understand the temper of the American people. 

I stand for the adequate control, the real control, of all big business, and especially 
of all monopolistic big business where it proves unwise or impossible to break up 
the monopoly. 

There is a grim irony in the effect that has been produced upon Wall Street by the 
complete breakdown of the prosecutions against various trusts, notably the 
Standard Oil and Tobacco Trusts, under the Sherman Law. I have always insisted 
that, while the Sherman Law should be kept upon the books so as to be used 
wherever possible against monopoly, yet that it is by itself wholly unable to afford 
the relief demanded by the American people as against all the great corporations 
actually or potentially guilty of anti-social practices. Wall Street was at first flurried 
by the decisions in the Oil and Tobacco Trust cases. But as regards the Sherman 
Anti-Trust Law, Wall Street has now caught up with the Administration. 

The President has expressed his entire satisfaction with the Anti-Trust Law, and 
now that the result of the prosecutions under it has been to strengthen the 
Standard Oil and Tobacco Trusts, to increase the value of their stocks, and, at least 
in the case of the Standard Oil, to increase the price to the consumer, Wall Street 
is also showing in practical fashion its satisfaction with the workings of the law, by 
its antagonism to us who intend to establish a real control of big business which 
shall not harm legitimate business, but shall really, and not nominally, put a stop to 
the evil practices of evil combinations. 

The President has stated that he distrusts “impulsive action” by the public. I 
certainly greatly prefer deliberate action by the public, and in every proposal I have 
ever made I have always provided for such deliberate action. But I prefer even 
impulsive action by the public to action by the politicians against the interests of 
the public, whether this action be taken in tricky haste or with tricky deliberation. 
The President has warned us against soap-box primaries. At least these primaries 
are better than the primaries which represented the “impulsive action of the 
postmasters in States like Georgia, Florida, and South Carolina, when these 
“impulsive” postmasters held their conventions at the earliest possible date, so as 
to affect the result in other States of the Union where there is a genuine Republican 
party. 



I see by the press that in your own State [Kentucky] the postmasters have been 
warned to resign their leadership in the party committees; but, if the statements in 
the press are correct, the resignations are not demanded with any “impulsiveness.” 
On the contrary, they have been asked with such leisurely deliberation that the day 
for holding the primaries will have passed before the request becomes effective. 
Now, gentlemen, if the newspaper reports are correct, such a request is a good 
deal worse than a sham. 

We are in a period of change; we are fronting a great period of further change. 
Never was the need more imperative for men of vision who are also men of action. 
Disaster is ahead of us if we trust to the leadership of the men whose hearts are 
seared and whose eyes are blinded, who believe that we can find safety in dull 
timidity and dull action, The unrest cannot be quieted by the ingenious trickery of 
those who profess to advance by merely marking time. It cannot be quieted by 
demanding only the prosperity which is to come to those who have little. There 
must be material prosperity; they are enemies of all of us who wantonly or unwisely 
interfere with or disregard it; but it can come in permanent shape only if obtained 

in accordance with, not against, the spirit of justice and of righteousness. 

Clouds hover about the horizon throughout the civilized world. But here in America 
the fault is our own if the sky above us is not clear. We have a continent on which 
to work out or destiny. Our people, our men and women, are fit to face the mighty 
days. If we fail, the failure will be lamentable; for not only shall we fail for ourselves, 
but our failure will wreck the fond desires of all throughout the world who look 
toward us with the eager hope that here, in this great Republic, it shall be proved, 
from ocean to ocean, that the people can rule themselves, and, thus ruling, can 

give liberty and do justice both to themselves and to others. 

The present contest is but a phase of the larger struggle. Assuredly the fight will go 
on. Our opponents, representing the brute power of ceded privilege, can win only 
by using the led captains of mercenary politics, and the crooked financiers who 
stand behind those led captains, and those newspapers which those financiers and 
politicians own, influence, or control. They can win only by playing upon the 
timidity or the shortsightedness or the mere lack of knowledge of worthy citizens, 
and by misleading them into supporting for the moment the powers that prey, the 
powers that pillage, the dread powers that exploit the people for their own 
purpose, and that turn popular government into a sinister sham. 



Certain big men, who, alas have sometimes perverted the courts to their own uses, 
now tell us that it is impious to speak of the people’s insisting upon justice being 
done by the courts. We answer that with all our might we will uphold the courts 
against lawlessness; and that we also intend to see that in their turn the courts give 
justice to all. We say, in the words of Lincoln, that we must prevent wrong “being 
done either by Congress or courts. The people of these United States are rightful 
masters of both Congress and courts, not to overthrow the Constitution, but to 
overthrow the men who prevent the Constitution.” 

Again, Lincoln stated our case today when he said, in the course of his joint debate 
with Douglas, “That is the real issue. That is the issue which will continue in this 
country when these poor tongues of Judge Douglas and myself shall be silent. It is 
the eternal struggle between these two principles—right and wrong—throughout 
the world. They are the two principles that have stood face to face from the 
beginning of time. The one is the common right of humanity, the other the divine 
right of kings. It is the same principle in whatever shape it develops itself. It is the 
same spirit that says: You toil and work and earn bread and I’ll eat it. No matter in 
what shape it comes, whether from the mouth of a king who bestrides the people 
of his own nation and lives from the fruit of their labor, or from one race of men as 
an apology for enslaving another race, it is the same tyrannical principle.” 

And of course this applies no more to the slave-owner or to the foreign despot than 
to the present-day American citizen who oppresses others by the abuse of special 
privilege, be his wealth great or little, be he the multi-millionaire owner of railways 
and mines and factories who forgets his duties to those who earn him his bread 
while earning their own, or be he only the owner of a foul little sweatshop in which 

he grinds dollars from the excessive and underpaid labor of haggard women. 

We who stand for the cause of progress, for the cause of the uplift of humanity and 
the betterment of mankind, are pledged to eternal war against tyranny and wrong, 
by the few or by the many, by a plutocracy or by a mob. We stand for justice and 
for fair play; fearless and confident we face the coming years, for we know that 
ours are the banners of justice and that all men who wish well to the people must 
fight under them. We fight to make this country a better place to live in for those 
who have been harshly treated by fat; and if we succeed, it will also be a better 
place to live in for those who have been treated? None of us can really prosper 
permanently if masses of men and women are ground down and forced to lead 



starved and sordid lives so that their souls are crippled like their bodies and the fine 
edge of their every feeling is blunted. 

I ask that those of us to whom Providence, to whom fate, has been kind, remember 
that each must be his brother’s keeper, and that all must feel their obligation to 
the less fortunate who work beside us in the strain and press of our eager modern 
life. I ask justice for the weak for their sakes, and I ask it also for the sake of our 
own children, and of our children’s children who are to come after us. This country 
will not be a good place for any of us to live in if it is not a reasonably good place 
for all of us to live in. When I plead the cause of the crippled brakeman on a railway, 
of the overworked girl in a factory, of the stunted child toiling at inhuman labor, or 
all who work excessively or in unhealthy surroundings, of the family dwelling in the 
squalor of a noisome tenement, of the worn out farmer in regions where the farms 
are worn out also; when I protest against the unfair profits of unscrupulous and 
conscienceless men, or against the greedy exploitation of the helpless by the 
beneficiaries of privilege—in all these case I am not only fighting for the weak, I am 
also fighting for the strong. The sons of all of us will pay in the future if we of the 
present do not do justice in the present. If the fathers amuse others to eat bitter 
bread, the teeth of their own sons shall be set on edge. Our cause is the cause of 
justice for all, in the interest of all. Surely there was never a more noble cause; 
surely there was never a cause in which it was better worth while to spend and be 
spent. 

  



The New Nationalism 

by Theodore Roosevelt  

August 31, 1910 

 

Introduction 

Vice President Theodore Roosevelt (1858–1919) ascended to the presidency after 
the assassination of William McKinley in 1901. Aligned with the more reformist, 
progressive wing of the Republican Party, Roosevelt advocated far-reaching 
policies aimed at, among other things, the regulation and prosecution of 
monopolies under the Sherman Anti-Trust Act (1890), industrial safety and labor 
regulations, conservationism, and a muscular foreign policy. Employing a robust 
understanding of executive authority (he saw the president as the “steward of the 
people,” authorized to take any action for the people’s good unless that action was 
expressly prohibited by the Constitution and the laws) and championing the 
increasing role of administrative agencies to address the challenges of industrial 
America, Roosevelt was a key figure in the progressives’ transformation of 
American politics in the early twentieth century. Increasingly, the language of 
American politics became one of problem solving through the moral, rhetorical 
leadership of the president and the scientific expertise of administrative experts in 
the federal bureaucracy. 

A year out of office, Roosevelt delivered the following speech in Osawatomie, 
Kansas, at the dedication of a park built in honor of abolitionist John Brown. 
Addressing an audience that included many Civil War veterans, his aim was to mend 
the rift that had emerged between the progressive and conservative wings of the 
Republican Party since William Howard Taft had assumed the presidency. In the 
speech, Roosevelt laid out a political platform, much of which was built upon the 
Square Deal of his own presidency. Roosevelt embraced many of the progressive 
talking points of the day, especially in his proposals for increased administrative 
regulation of private business, his remarks on the redistribution of wealth, and his 
support for the direct primary. He argued that under modern conditions, these and 
other reforms would help secure the common good and foster greater equality of 
opportunity for American citizens. He dubbed his program “The New Nationalism,” 
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a term borrowed from Herbert Croly’s seminal 1909 book, The Promise of American 
Life. Roosevelt used the theme two years later when he broke from the Republicans 
and ran for the presidency under the banner of the “Bull Moose” Progressive Party. 

—Jason R. Jividen 

Source: Theodore Roosevelt, The New Nationalism (New York: Outlook, 1910), 3–
33, available online at the Hathi Trust Digital Library: 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=loc.ark:/13960/t01z4xz1g&view=1up&se
q=5. 

 

We come here today to commemorate one of the epoch-making events of the long 
struggle for the rights of man—the long struggle for the uplift of humanity. Our 
country—this great republic—means nothing unless it means the triumph of a real 
democracy, the triumph of popular government, and, in the long run, of an 
economic system under which each man shall be guaranteed the opportunity to 
show the best that there is in him. That is why the history of America is now the 
central feature of the history of the world; for the world has set its face hopefully 
toward our democracy; and, O my fellow citizens, each one of you carries on your 
shoulders not only the burden of doing well for the sake of your country, but the 
burden of doing well and of seeing that this nation does well for the sake of 
mankind. 

There have been two great crises in our country’s history: first, when it was formed, 
and then, again, when it was perpetuated; and, in the second of these great crises—
in the time of stress and strain which culminated in the Civil War, on the outcome 
of which depended the justification of what had been done earlier, you men of the 
Grand Army, you men who fought through the Civil War, not only did you justify 
your generation, but you justified the wisdom of Washington and Washington’s 
colleagues. If this Republic had been founded by them only to be split asunder into 
fragments when the strain came, then the judgment of the world would have been 
that Washington’s work was not worth doing. It was you who crowned 
Washington’s work, as you carried to achievement the high purpose of Abraham 
Lincoln. . . . 

I do not speak of this struggle of the past merely from the historic standpoint. Our 
interest is primarily in the application today of the lessons taught by the contest a 
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half a century ago. It is of little use for us to pay lip-loyalty to the mighty men of the 
past unless we sincerely endeavor to apply to the problems of the present precisely 
the qualities which in other crises enabled the men of that day to meet those crises. 

. . . 

Of that generation of men to whom we owe so much, the man to whom we owe 
most is, of course, Lincoln. Part of our debt to him is because he forecast our 
present struggle and saw the way out. He said: “I hold that while man exists it is his 
duty to improve not only his own condition, but to assist in ameliorating 
mankind.”[1] 

And again: “Labor is prior to, and independent of, capital. Capital is only the fruit of 
labor, and could never have existed if labor had not first existed. Labor is the 
superior of capital, and deserves much the higher consideration.”[2] 

If that remark was original with me, I should be even more strongly denounced as 
a Communist agitator than I shall be anyhow. It is Lincoln’s. I am only quoting it; 
and that is one side; that is the side the capitalist should hear. Now, let the 
workingman hear his side. 

“Capital has its rights, which are as worthy of protection as any other rights. . . . Nor 
should this lead to a war upon the owners of property. Property is the fruit of labor; 
. . . property is desirable; is a positive good in the world.”[3] 

And then comes a thoroughly Lincoln-like sentence: “Let not him who is houseless 
pull down the house of another, but let him work diligently and build one for 
himself, thus by example assuring that his own shall be safe from violence when 
built.”[4] 

It seems to me that, in these words, Lincoln took substantially the attitude that we 
ought to take; he showed the proper sense of proportion in his relative estimates 
of capital and labor, of human rights and property rights. Above all, in this speech, 
as in many others, he taught a lesson in wise kindliness and charity; an 

indispensable lesson to us of today. . . . 

In every wise struggle for human betterment one of the main objects, and often 
the only object, has been to achieve in large measure equality of opportunity. In 
the struggle for this great end, nations rise from barbarism to civilization, and 
through it people press forward from one stage of enlightenment to the next. One 
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of the chief factors in progress is the destruction of special privilege. The essence 
of any struggle for healthy liberty has always been, and must always be, to take 
from some one man or class of men the right to enjoy power, or wealth, or position, 
or immunity, which has not been earned by service to his or their fellows. That is 
what you fought for in the Civil War, and that is what we strive for now. 

At many stages in the advance of humanity, this conflict between the men who 
possess more than they have earned and the men who have earned more than they 
possess is the central condition of progress. In our day it appears as the struggle of 
freemen to gain and hold the right of self-government as against the special 
interests, who twist the methods of free government into machinery for defeating 
the popular will. At every stage, and under all circumstances, the essence of the 
struggle is to equalize opportunity, destroy privilege, and give to the life and 
citizenship of every individual the highest possible value both to himself and to the 
commonwealth. That is nothing new. All I ask in civil life is what you fought for in 
the Civil War. . . 

Practical equality of opportunity for all citizens, when we achieve it, will have two 
great results. First, every man will have a fair chance to make of himself all that in 
him lies; to reach the highest point to which his capacities, unassisted by special 
privilege of his own and unhampered by the special privilege of others, can carry 
him, and to get for himself and his family substantially what he has earned. Second, 
equality of opportunity means that the commonwealth will get from every citizen 
the highest service of which he is capable. No man who carries the burden of the 
special privileges of another can give to the commonwealth that service to which it 
is fairly entitled. 

I stand for the square deal. But when I say that I am for the square deal, I mean not 
merely that I stand for fair play under the present rules of the game, but that I stand 
for having those rules changed so as to work for a more substantial equality of 
opportunity and of reward for equally good service. One word of warning, which, I 
think, is hardly necessary in Kansas. When I say I want a square deal for the poor 
man, I do not mean that I want a square deal for the man who remains poor 
because he has not got the energy to work for himself. If a man who has had a 
chance will not make good, then he has got to quit. And you men of the Grand 
Army, you want justice for the brave man who fought, and punishment for the 
coward who shirked his work. Is that not so? 



Now, this means that our government, national and state, must be freed from the 
sinister influence or control of special interests. Exactly as the special interests of 
cotton and slavery threatened our political integrity before the Civil War, so now 
the great special business interests too often control and corrupt the men and 
methods of government for their own profit. We must drive the special interests 
out of politics. That is one of our tasks today. Every special interest is entitled to 
justice—full, fair, and complete—and, now, mind you, if there were any attempt by 
mob violence to plunder and work harm to the special interest, whatever it may 
be, that I most dislike, and the wealthy man, whomsoever he may be, for whom I 
have the greatest contempt, I would fight for him, and you would if you were worth 
your salt. He should have justice. For every special interest is entitled to justice, but 
not one is entitled to a vote in Congress, to a voice on the bench, or to 
representation in any public office. The Constitution guarantees protection to 
property, and we must make that promise good. But it does not give the right of 
suffrage to any corporation. . . . 

There can be no effective control of corporations while their political activity 
remains. To put an end to it will be neither a short nor an easy task, but it can be 
done. 

We must have complete and effective publicity of corporate affairs, so that the 
people may know beyond peradventure whether the corporations obey the law 
and whether their management entitles them to the confidence of the public. It is 
necessary that laws should be passed to prohibit the use of corporate funds directly 
or indirectly for political purposes; it is still more necessary that such laws should 
be thoroughly enforced. Corporate expenditures for political purposes, and 
especially such expenditures by public service corporations, have supplied one of 
the principal sources of corruption in our political affairs. 

It has become entirely clear that we must have government supervision of the 
capitalization, not only of public service corporations, including, particularly, 
railways, but of all corporations doing an interstate business. I do not wish to see 
the nation forced into the ownership of the railways if it can possibly be avoided, 
and the only alternative is thoroughgoing and effective legislation, which shall be 
based on a full knowledge of all the facts, including a physical valuation of property. 
This physical valuation is not needed, or, at least, is very rarely needed, for fixing 
rates; but it is needed as the basis of honest capitalization. 



We have come to recognize that franchises should never be granted except for a 
limited time, and never without proper provision for compensation to the public.[5] 
It is my personal belief that the same kind and degree of control and supervision 
which should be exercised over public-service corporations should be extended 
also to combinations which control necessaries of life, such as meat, oil, or coal, or 
which deal in them on an important scale. I have no doubt that the ordinary man 
who has control of them is much like ourselves. I have no doubt he would like to 
do well, but I want to have enough supervision to help him realize that desire to do 

well. 

I believe that the officers, and, especially, the directors, of corporations should be 
held personally responsible when any corporation breaks the law. 

Combinations in industry are the result of an imperative economic law which 
cannot be repealed by political legislation. The effort at prohibiting all combination 
has substantially failed. The way out lies not in attempting to prevent such 
combinations, but in completely controlling them in the interest of the public 
welfare. For that purpose the Federal Bureau of Corporations is an agency of first 
importance.[6] Its powers, and, therefore, its efficiency, as well as that of the 
Interstate Commerce Commission, should be largely increased. We have a right to 
expect from the Bureau of Corporations and from the Interstate Commerce 
Commission a very high grade of public service. We should be as sure of the proper 
conduct of the interstate railways and the proper management of interstate 
business as we are now sure of the conduct and management of the national banks, 
and we should have as effective supervision in one case as in the other. [7] The 
Hepburn Act, and the amendment to the act in the shape in which it finally passed 
Congress at the last session, represent a long step in advance, and we must go yet 
further.[8] 

There is a widespread belief among our people that, under the methods of making 
tariffs which have hitherto obtained, the special interests are too influential. 
Probably this is true of both the big special interests and the little special interests. 
These methods have put a premium on selfishness, and, naturally, the selfish big 
interests have gotten more than their smaller, though equally selfish, brothers. The 
duty of Congress is to provide a method by which the interest of the whole people 
shall be all that receives consideration. To this end there must be an expert tariff 
commission, wholly removed from the possibility of political pressure or of 
improper business influence. . . . 
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The absence of effective state, and, especially, national, restraint upon unfair 
money-getting has tended to create a small class of enormously wealthy and 
economically powerful men, whose chief object is to hold and increase their power. 
The prime need is to change the conditions which enable these men to accumulate 
power which it is not for the general welfare that they should hold or exercise. We 
grudge no man a fortune which represents his own power and sagacity, when 
exercised with entire regard to the welfare of his fellows. . . . We grudge no man a 
fortune in civil life if it is honorably obtained and well used. It is not even enough 
that it should have been gained without doing damage to the community. We 
should permit it to be gained only so long as the gaining represents benefit to the 
community. This, I know, implies a policy of a far more active governmental 
interference with social and economic conditions in this country than we have yet 
had, but I think we have got to face the fact that such an increase in governmental 

control is now necessary. 

No man should receive a dollar unless that dollar has been fairly earned. Every 
dollar received should represent a dollar’s worth of service rendered—not 
gambling in stocks, but service rendered. The really big fortune, the swollen 
fortune, by the mere fact of its size acquires qualities which differentiate it in kind 
as well as in degree from what is possessed by men of relatively small means. 
Therefore, I believe in a graduated income tax on big fortunes, and in another tax 
which is far more easily collected and far more effective—a graduated inheritance 
tax on big fortunes, properly safeguarded against evasion, and increasing rapidly in 
amount with the size of the estate. 

The people of the United States suffer from periodical financial panics to a degree 
substantially unknown to the other nations, which approach us in financial 
strength. There is no reason why we should suffer what they escape. It is of 
profound importance that our financial system should be promptly investigated, 
and so thoroughly and effectively revised as to make it certain that hereafter our 
currency will no longer fail at critical times to meet our needs. 

It is hardly necessary to me to repeat that I believe in an efficient army and a navy 
large enough to secure for us abroad that respect which is the surest guarantee of 
peace. A word of special warning to my fellow citizens who are as progressive as I 
hope I am. I want them to keep up their interest in our international affairs; and I 
want them also continually to remember Uncle Sam’s interests abroad. Justice and 
fair dealings among nations rest upon principles identical with those which control 



justice and fair dealing among the individuals of which nations are composed, with 
the vital exception that each nation must do its own part in international police  
work. If you get into trouble here, you can call for the police; but if Uncle Sam gets 
into trouble, he has got to be his own policeman, and I want to see him strong 
enough to encourage the peaceful aspirations of other peoples in connection with 
us. I believe in national friendships and heartiest goodwill to all nations; but 
national friendships, like those between men, must be founded on respect as well 
as on liking, on forbearance as well as upon trust. . . . 

Of conservation I shall speak more at length elsewhere. Conservation means 
development as much as it does protection. I recognize the right and duty of this 
generation to develop and use the natural resources of our land; but I do not 
recognize the right to waste them, or to rob, by wasteful use, the generations that 
come after us. I ask nothing of the nation except that it so behave as each farmer 
here behaves with reference to his own children. That farmer is a poor creature 
who skins the land and leaves it worthless to his children. The farmer is a good 
farmer who, having enabled the land to support himself and to provide for the 
education of his children, leaves it to them a little better than he found it himself. I 
believe the same thing of a nation. 

Moreover, I believe that the natural resources must be used for the benefit of all 
our people, and not monopolized for the benefit of the few, and here again is 
another case in which I am accused of taking a revolutionary attitude. . . . 
Conservation is a great moral issue, for it involves the patriotic duty of insuring the 
safety and continuance of the nation. Let me add that the health and vitality of our 
people are at least as well worth conserving as their forests, waters, lands, and 
minerals, and in this great work the national government must bear a most 
important part. 

I have spoken elsewhere also of the great task which lies before the farmers of the 
country to get for themselves and their wives and children not only the benefits of 
better farming, but also those of better business methods and better conditions of 
life on the farm. The burden of this great task will fall, as it should, mainly upon the 
great organizations of the farmers themselves. I am glad it will, for I believe they 
are all well able to handle it. In particular, there are strong reasons why the 
Departments of Agriculture of the various states, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, and the agricultural colleges and experiment stations should extend 
their work to cover all phases of farm life, instead of limiting themselves, as they 



have far too often limited themselves in the past, solely to the question of the 
production of crops. . . . 

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 conceptions 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 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 conditions 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 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 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 workers and to extend the use of safety 
appliances for workers in industry and commerce, both within and between the 
states. Also, friends, in the interest of the workingman 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 cunning and greed and selfish arrogance of employers. . . . 



National efficiency has many factors. It is a necessary result of the principle of 
conservation widely applied. In the end, it will determine our failure or success as 
a nation. National efficiency has to do, not only with natural resources and with 
men, but it is equally concerned with institutions. The state must be made efficient 
for the work which concerns only the people of the state; and the nation for that 
which concerns all the people. There must remain no neutral ground to serve as a 
refuge for lawbreakers, and especially for lawbreakers of great wealth, who can 
hire the vulpine legal cunning which will teach them how to avoid both 
jurisdictions. It is a misfortune when the national legislature fails to do its duty in 
providing a national remedy, so that the only national activity is the purely negative 
activity of the judiciary forbidding the state to exercise power in the premises. 

I do not ask for over-centralization; but I do ask that we work in a spirit of broad 
and far-reaching nationalism where we work for what concerns our people as a 
whole. We are all Americans. Our common interests are as broad as the continent. 
I speak to you here in Kansas exactly as I would speak in New York or Georgia, for 
the most vital problems are those which affect us all alike. The national government 
belongs to the whole American people, and where the whole American people are 
interested, that interest can be guarded effectively only by the national 
government. The betterment which we seek must be accomplished, I believe, 
mainly through the national government. 

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 before 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 of the impotence which springs from overdivision 
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 executive 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 the 
representative body shall represent all the people rather than any one class or 
section of the people. . . . 

If our political institutions were perfect, they would absolutely prevent the political 
domination 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 practices act effective 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 received 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 incompetent 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, elected or appointed, should be forbidden to perform any 
service or receive any compensation, directly or indirectly, from interstate 

corporations; and a similar provision could not fail to be useful within the states. 

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 life, and the father and mother of 
healthy children whom they bring up well—just so far, 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 legislation 
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. . . . 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 qualities that 
make us good citizens. In the last analysis, the most important elements in any 
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, 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 development. 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. 

  



The New Nationalism 

by Theodore Roosevelt  

August 31, 1910 

Introduction 

Vice President Theodore Roosevelt (1858–1919) ascended to the presidency after 
the assassination of William McKinley in 1901. Aligned with the more reformist, 
progressive wing of the Republican Party, Roosevelt advocated far-reaching 
policies aimed at, among other things, the regulation and prosecution of 
monopolies under the Sherman Anti-Trust Act (1890), industrial safety and labor 
regulations, conservationism, and a muscular foreign policy. Employing a robust 
understanding of executive authority (he saw the president as the “steward of the 
people,” authorized to take any action for the people’s good unless that action was 
expressly prohibited by the Constitution and the laws) and championing the 
increasing role of administrative agencies to address the challenges of industrial 
America, Roosevelt was a key figure in the progressives’ transformation of 
American politics in the early twentieth century. Increasingly, the language of 
American politics became one of problem solving through the moral, rhetorical 
leadership of the president and the scientific expertise of administrative experts in 
the federal bureaucracy. 

A year out of office, Roosevelt delivered the following speech in Osawatomie, 
Kansas, at the dedication of a park built in honor of abolitionist John Brown. 
Addressing an audience that included many Civil War veterans, his aim was to mend 
the rift that had emerged between the progressive and conservative wings of the 
Republican Party since William Howard Taft had assumed the presidency. In the 
speech, Roosevelt laid out a political platform, much of which was built upon the 
Square Deal of his own presidency. Roosevelt embraced many of the progressive 
talking points of the day, especially in his proposals for increased administrative 
regulation of private business, his remarks on the redistribution of wealth, and his 
support for the direct primary. He argued that under modern conditions, these and 
other reforms would help secure the common good and foster greater equality of 
opportunity for American citizens. He dubbed his program “The New Nationalism,” 
a term borrowed from Herbert Croly’s seminal 1909 book, The Promise of American 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/the-new-nationalism-3/
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/the-promise-of-american-life/


Life. Roosevelt used the theme two years later when he broke from the Republicans 
and ran for the presidency under the banner of the “Bull Moose” Progressive Party. 

—Jason R. Jividen 

Source: Theodore Roosevelt, The New Nationalism (New York: Outlook, 1910), 3–
33, available online at the Hathi Trust Digital Library: 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=loc.ark:/13960/t01z4xz1g&view=1up&se
q=5. 

 

We come here today to commemorate one of the epoch-making events of the long 
struggle for the rights of man—the long struggle for the uplift of humanity. Our 
country—this great republic—means nothing unless it means the triumph of a real 
democracy, the triumph of popular government, and, in the long run, of an 
economic system under which each man shall be guaranteed the opportunity to 
show the best that there is in him. That is why the history of America is now the 
central feature of the history of the world; for the world has set its face hopefully 
toward our democracy; and, O my fellow citizens, each one of you carries on your 
shoulders not only the burden of doing well for the sake of your country, but the 
burden of doing well and of seeing that this nation does well for the sake of 
mankind. 

There have been two great crises in our country’s history: first, when it was formed, 
and then, again, when it was perpetuated; and, in the second of these great crises—
in the time of stress and strain which culminated in the Civil War, on the outcome 
of which depended the justification of what had been done earlier, you men of the 
Grand Army, you men who fought through the Civil War, not only did you justify 
your generation, but you justified the wisdom of Washington and Washington’s 
colleagues. If this Republic had been founded by them only to be split asunder into 
fragments when the strain came, then the judgment of the world would have been 
that Washington’s work was not worth doing. It was you who crowned 
Washington’s work, as you carried to achievement the high purpose of Abraham 

Lincoln. . . . 

I do not speak of this struggle of the past merely from the historic standpoint. Our 
interest is primarily in the application today of the lessons taught by the contest a 
half a century ago. It is of little use for us to pay lip-loyalty to the mighty men of the 
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past unless we sincerely endeavor to apply to the problems of the present precisely 
the qualities which in other crises enabled the men of that day to meet those crises. 
. . . 

Of that generation of men to whom we owe so much, the man to whom we owe 
most is, of course, Lincoln. Part of our debt to him is because he forecast our 
present struggle and saw the way out. He said: “I hold that while man exists it is his 
duty to improve not only his own condition, but to assist in ameliorating 
mankind.”[1] 

And again: “Labor is prior to, and independent of, capital. Capital is only the fruit of 
labor, and could never have existed if labor had not first existed. Labor is the 
superior of capital, and deserves much the higher consideration.”[2] 

If that remark was original with me, I should be even more strongly denounced as 
a Communist agitator than I shall be anyhow. It is Lincoln’s. I am only quoting it; 
and that is one side; that is the side the capitalist should hear. Now, let the 
workingman hear his side. 

“Capital has its rights, which are as worthy of protection as any other rights. . . . Nor 
should this lead to a war upon the owners of property. Property is the fruit of labor; 
. . . property is desirable; is a positive good in the world.”[3] 

And then comes a thoroughly Lincoln-like sentence: “Let not him who is houseless 
pull down the house of another, but let him work diligently and build one for 
himself, thus by example assuring that his own shall be safe from violence when 
built.”[4] 

It seems to me that, in these words, Lincoln took substantially the attitude that we 
ought to take; he showed the proper sense of proportion in his relative estimates 
of capital and labor, of human rights and property rights. Above all, in this speech, 
as in many others, he taught a lesson in wise kindliness and charity; an 
indispensable lesson to us of today. . . . 

In every wise struggle for human betterment one of the main objects, and often 
the only object, has been to achieve in large measure equality of opportunity. In 
the struggle for this great end, nations rise from barbarism to civilization, and 
through it people press forward from one stage of enlightenment to the next. One 
of the chief factors in progress is the destruction of special privilege. The essence 
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of any struggle for healthy liberty has always been, and must always be, to take 
from some one man or class of men the right to enjoy power, or wealth, or position, 
or immunity, which has not been earned by service to his or their fellows. That is 

what you fought for in the Civil War, and that is what we strive for now. 

At many stages in the advance of humanity, this conflict between the men who 
possess more than they have earned and the men who have earned more than they 
possess is the central condition of progress. In our day it appears as the struggle of 
freemen to gain and hold the right of self-government as against the special 
interests, who twist the methods of free government into machinery for defeating 
the popular will. At every stage, and under all circumstances, the essence of the 
struggle is to equalize opportunity, destroy privilege, and give to the life and 
citizenship of every individual the highest possible value both to himself and to the 
commonwealth. That is nothing new. All I ask in civil life is what you fought for in 
the Civil War. . . 

Practical equality of opportunity for all citizens, when we achieve it, will have two 
great results. First, every man will have a fair chance to make of himself all that in 
him lies; to reach the highest point to which his capacities, unassisted by special 
privilege of his own and unhampered by the special privilege of others, can carry 
him, and to get for himself and his family substantially what he has earned. Second, 
equality of opportunity means that the commonwealth will get from every citizen 
the highest service of which he is capable. No man who carries the burden of the 
special privileges of another can give to the commonwealth that service to which it 
is fairly entitled. 

I stand for the square deal. But when I say that I am for the square deal, I mean not 
merely that I stand for fair play under the present rules of the game, but that I stand 
for having those rules changed so as to work for a more substantial equality of 
opportunity and of reward for equally good service. One word of warning, which, I 
think, is hardly necessary in Kansas. When I say I want a square deal for the poor 
man, I do not mean that I want a square deal for the man who remains poor 
because he has not got the energy to work for himself. If a man who has had a 
chance will not make good, then he has got to quit. And you men of the Grand 
Army, you want justice for the brave man who fought, and punishment for the 

coward who shirked his work. Is that not so? 



Now, this means that our government, national and state, must be freed from the 
sinister influence or control of special interests. Exactly as the special interests of 
cotton and slavery threatened our political integrity before the Civil War, so now 
the great special business interests too often control and corrupt the men and 
methods of government for their own profit. We must drive the special interests 
out of politics. That is one of our tasks today. Every special interest is entitled to 
justice—full, fair, and complete—and, now, mind you, if there were any attempt by 
mob violence to plunder and work harm to the special interest, whatever it may 
be, that I most dislike, and the wealthy man, whomsoever he may be, for whom I 
have the greatest contempt, I would fight for him, and you would if you were worth 
your salt. He should have justice. For every special interest is entitled to justice, but 
not one is entitled to a vote in Congress, to a voice on the bench, or to 
representation in any public office. The Constitution guarantees protection to 
property, and we must make that promise good. But it does not give the right of 
suffrage to any corporation. . . . 

There can be no effective control of corporations while their political activity 
remains. To put an end to it will be neither a short nor an easy task, but it can be 
done. 

We must have complete and effective publicity of corporate affairs, so that the 
people may know beyond peradventure whether the corporations obey the law 
and whether their management entitles them to the confidence of the public. It is 
necessary that laws should be passed to prohibit the use of corporate funds directly 
or indirectly for political purposes; it is still more necessary that such laws should 
be thoroughly enforced. Corporate expenditures for political purposes, and 
especially such expenditures by public service corporations, have supplied one of 
the principal sources of corruption in our political affairs. 

It has become entirely clear that we must have government supervision of the 
capitalization, not only of public service corporations, including, particularly, 
railways, but of all corporations doing an interstate business. I do not wish to see 
the nation forced into the ownership of the railways if it can possibly be avoided, 
and the only alternative is thoroughgoing and effective legislation, which shall be 
based on a full knowledge of all the facts, including a physical valuation of property. 
This physical valuation is not needed, or, at least, is very rarely needed, for fixing 
rates; but it is needed as the basis of honest capitalization. 



We have come to recognize that franchises should never be granted except for a 
limited time, and never without proper provision for compensation to the public.[5] 
It is my personal belief that the same kind and degree of control and supervision 
which should be exercised over public-service corporations should be extended 
also to combinations which control necessaries of life, such as meat, oil, or coal, or 
which deal in them on an important scale. I have no doubt that the ordinary man 
who has control of them is much like ourselves. I have no doubt he would like to 
do well, but I want to have enough supervision to help him realize that desire to do 

well. 

I believe that the officers, and, especially, the directors, of corporations should be 
held personally responsible when any corporation breaks the law. 

Combinations in industry are the result of an imperative economic law which 
cannot be repealed by political legislation. The effort at prohibiting all combination 
has substantially failed. The way out lies not in attempting to prevent such 
combinations, but in completely controlling them in the interest of the public 
welfare. For that purpose the Federal Bureau of Corporations is an agency of first 
importance.[6] Its powers, and, therefore, its efficiency, as well as that of the 
Interstate Commerce Commission, should be largely increased. We have a right to 
expect from the Bureau of Corporations and from the Interstate Commerce 
Commission a very high grade of public service. We should be as sure of the proper 
conduct of the interstate railways and the proper management of interstate 
business as we are now sure of the conduct and management of the national banks, 
and we should have as effective supervision in one case as in the other. [7] The 
Hepburn Act, and the amendment to the act in the shape in which it finally passed 
Congress at the last session, represent a long step in advance, and we must go yet 
further.[8] 

There is a widespread belief among our people that, under the methods of making 
tariffs which have hitherto obtained, the special interests are too influential. 
Probably this is true of both the big special interests and the little special interests. 
These methods have put a premium on selfishness, and, naturally, the selfish big 
interests have gotten more than their smaller, though equally selfish, brothers. The 
duty of Congress is to provide a method by which the interest of the whole people 
shall be all that receives consideration. To this end there must be an expert tariff 
commission, wholly removed from the possibility of political pressure or of 
improper business influence. . . . 
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The absence of effective state, and, especially, national, restraint upon unfair 
money-getting has tended to create a small class of enormously wealthy and 
economically powerful men, whose chief object is to hold and increase their power. 
The prime need is to change the conditions which enable these men to accumulate 
power which it is not for the general welfare that they should hold or exercise. We 
grudge no man a fortune which represents his own power and sagacity, when 
exercised with entire regard to the welfare of his fellows. . . . We grudge no man a 
fortune in civil life if it is honorably obtained and well used. It is not even enough 
that it should have been gained without doing damage to the community. We 
should permit it to be gained only so long as the gaining represents benefit to the 
community. This, I know, implies a policy of a far more active governmental 
interference with social and economic conditions in this country than we have yet 
had, but I think we have got to face the fact that such an increase in governmental 

control is now necessary. 

No man should receive a dollar unless that dollar has been fairly earned. Every 
dollar received should represent a dollar’s worth of service rendered—not 
gambling in stocks, but service rendered. The really big fortune, the swollen 
fortune, by the mere fact of its size acquires qualities which differentiate it in kind 
as well as in degree from what is possessed by men of relatively small means. 
Therefore, I believe in a graduated income tax on big fortunes, and in another tax 
which is far more easily collected and far more effective—a graduated inheritance 
tax on big fortunes, properly safeguarded against evasion, and increasing rapidly in 
amount with the size of the estate. 

The people of the United States suffer from periodical financial panics to a degree 
substantially unknown to the other nations, which approach us in financial 
strength. There is no reason why we should suffer what they escape. It is of 
profound importance that our financial system should be promptly investigated, 
and so thoroughly and effectively revised as to make it certain that hereafter our 
currency will no longer fail at critical times to meet our needs. 

It is hardly necessary to me to repeat that I believe in an efficient army and a navy 
large enough to secure for us abroad that respect which is the surest guarantee of 
peace. A word of special warning to my fellow citizens who are as progressive as I 
hope I am. I want them to keep up their interest in our international affairs; and I 
want them also continually to remember Uncle Sam’s interests abroad. Justice and 
fair dealings among nations rest upon principles identical with those which control 



justice and fair dealing among the individuals of which nations are composed, with 
the vital exception that each nation must do its own part in international police 
work. If you get into trouble here, you can call for the police; but if Uncle Sam gets 
into trouble, he has got to be his own policeman, and I want to see him strong 
enough to encourage the peaceful aspirations of other peoples in connection with 
us. I believe in national friendships and heartiest goodwill to all nations; but 
national friendships, like those between men, must be founded on respect as well 
as on liking, on forbearance as well as upon trust. . . . 

Of conservation I shall speak more at length elsewhere. Conservation means 
development as much as it does protection. I recognize the right and duty of this 
generation to develop and use the natural resources of our land; but I do not 
recognize the right to waste them, or to rob, by wasteful use, the generations that 
come after us. I ask nothing of the nation except that it so behave as each farmer 
here behaves with reference to his own children. That farmer is a poor creature 
who skins the land and leaves it worthless to his children. The farmer is a good 
farmer who, having enabled the land to support himself and to provide for the 
education of his children, leaves it to them a little better than he found it himself. I 
believe the same thing of a nation. 

Moreover, I believe that the natural resources must be used for the benefit of all 
our people, and not monopolized for the benefit of the few, and here again is 
another case in which I am accused of taking a revolutionary attitude. . . . 
Conservation is a great moral issue, for it involves the patriotic duty of insuring the 
safety and continuance of the nation. Let me add that the health and vitality of our 
people are at least as well worth conserving as their forests, waters, lands, and 
minerals, and in this great work the national government must bear a most 
important part. 

I have spoken elsewhere also of the great task which lies before the farmers of the 
country to get for themselves and their wives and children not only the benefits of 
better farming, but also those of better business methods and better conditions of 
life on the farm. The burden of this great task will fall, as it should, mainly upon the 
great organizations of the farmers themselves. I am glad it will, for I believe they 
are all well able to handle it. In particular, there are strong reasons why the 
Departments of Agriculture of the various states, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, and the agricultural colleges and experiment stations should extend 
their work to cover all phases of farm life, instead of limiting themselves, as they 



have far too often limited themselves in the past, solely to the question of the 
production of crops. . . . 

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 conceptions 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 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 conditions 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 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 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 workers and to extend the use of safety 
appliances for workers in industry and commerce, both within and between the 
states. Also, friends, in the interest of the workingman 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 cunning and greed and selfish arrogance of employers. . . . 



National efficiency has many factors. It is a necessary result of the principle of 
conservation widely applied. In the end, it will determine our failure or success as 
a nation. National efficiency has to do, not only with natural resources and with 
men, but it is equally concerned with institutions. The state must be made efficient 
for the work which concerns only the people of the state; and the nation for that 
which concerns all the people. There must remain no neutral ground to serve as a 
refuge for lawbreakers, and especially for lawbreakers of great wealth, who can 
hire the vulpine legal cunning which will teach them how to avoid both 
jurisdictions. It is a misfortune when the national legislature fails to do its duty in 
providing a national remedy, so that the only national activity is the purely negative 
activity of the judiciary forbidding the state to exercise power in the premises. 

I do not ask for over-centralization; but I do ask that we work in a spirit of broad 
and far-reaching nationalism where we work for what concerns our people as a 
whole. We are all Americans. Our common interests are as broad as the continent. 
I speak to you here in Kansas exactly as I would speak in New York or Georgia, for 
the most vital problems are those which affect us all alike. The national government 
belongs to the whole American people, and where the whole American people are 
interested, that interest can be guarded effectively only by the national 
government. The betterment which we seek must be accomplished, I believe, 
mainly through the national government. 

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 before 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 of the impotence which springs from overdivision 
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 executive 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 the 
representative body shall represent all the people rather than any one class or 
section of the people. . . . 

If our political institutions were perfect, they would absolutely prevent the political 
domination 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 practices act effective 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 received 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 incompetent 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, elected or appointed, should be forbidden to perform any 
service or receive any compensation, directly or indirectly, from interstate 

corporations; and a similar provision could not fail to be useful within the states. 

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 life, and the father and mother of 
healthy children whom they bring up well—just so far, 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 legislation 
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. . . . 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 qualities that 
make us good citizens. In the last analysis, the most important elements in any 
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, 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 development. 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. 

  



The New Nationalism 

by Theodore Roosevelt  

September 01, 1910 

Introduction 

The themes of Roosevelt’s speech would form the foundation of his 1912 
presidential campaign representing the Bull Moose Party. The speech includes an 
admission from Roosevelt that his progressive policy goals would require a massive 
increase in the size of government as well as significant intrusions into the private 
sphere. Delivered in Kansas at Osawatomie in front of 30,000 listeners, the 
supposed occasion for the speech was the dedicatory ceremonies at the John 
Brown Memorial Park. The park commemorated the skirmish between proslavery 
forces and the men led by Brown during the “Battle of Osawatomie.” Response to 
the speech was mixed, with some calling it communistic, socialistic, or anarchistic, 
while others hailed the speech as one of the greatest ever given in America. 

Roosevelt worried about the power of the minority— often politicians—over the 
majority and advocated changes that would make government more accountable 
to the people. These included the initiative, referendum, recall, and direct election 
of US senators. Roosevelt also wanted more accountable parties that would 
respond to popular desires and needs. He believed the political bosses wielded too 
much power and that parties needed to unite behind strong leadership, which he 
was happy to provide from the presidency. To that end, Roosevelt favored direct 
primaries as a means of nominating candidates for office, believing that they would 
give candidates a broad base of popular support and hold them accountable to the 
people. 

—Eric C. Sands 

Source: Theodore Roosevelt, The New Nationalism (The Outlook Company, New 
York: 1910), 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 conceptions 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 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 conditions 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 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 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 workers and to extend the use of safety 
appliances for workers in industry and commerce, both 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 cunning and greed and selfish arrogance of employers. If I could ask but one 
thing of my fellow 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 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 
reactionary man, who thinks of nothing but the rights of property, could have his 
way, he would 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 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 before 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 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 executive 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 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 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 character. 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 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. 

If our political institutions were perfect, they would absolutely prevent the political 
domination 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 effective 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 received 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 incompetent 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, elected or appointed, should be forbidden to perform any 
service or receive any compensation, directly or indirectly, from interstate 
corporations; and a similar provision could not fail to be useful within the States. 

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, 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 legislation 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 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 commissary-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 Washington good, just as you had 
to have the administration in the field; and you had to have 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 organization and the right kind of generalship, it was even more vitally necessary 
that the 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 qualities that make us good citizens. In the last analysis, 
the most important elements in any 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, 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 development. 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. 

  



“What Is Progress?” 

by Woodrow Wilson  

December 31, 1913 

 

Introduction 

In 1912 Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924) titled his presidential campaign platform 
“The New Freedom.” After his election, Wilson’s legislative agenda took on the 
same name and included, among other things, the Underwood Tariff Act, the 
Clayton Antitrust Act, the creation of the Federal Trade Commission, and the 
establishment of the Federal Reserve. The excerpt below is taken from Wilson’s 
collection of 1912 campaign speeches. Reflecting on what we mean by “progress,” 
Wilson made the case for progressive politics as a response to changing historical 
and economic conditions. He particularly focused upon the emergence of large 
corporations and the new relationship between labor and capital in modern 
industrial society. Wilson suggested that politics was best understood in a 
Darwinian, evolutionary fashion and that this required Americans to reevaluate the 
principles of the American founding, especially the principles of separation of 
powers and checks and balances. 

—Jason R. Jividen 

Source: Woodrow Wilson, The New Freedom: A Call for the Emancipation of the 
Generous Energies of a People, ed. W. B. Hale (New York and Garden City: 
Doubleday, Page, 1913), 33–54, available online at the Hathi Trust Digital Library: 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=osu.32435006145320;view=1up;seq=9. 

 

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 
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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.” 

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 conditions, before we shall be where we were when 
we started; when we started this great experiment 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 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. . . . 

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. . . . 

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 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 
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 something 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. . . . 

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 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 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 toward the existing order, toward those institutions of 
conservatism, the Constitution, the laws, and the courts? 

Are those thoughtful men who fear that we are now about to disturb the ancient 
foundations 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 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 development? 

I believe, for one, that you cannot tear up ancient rootages and safely plant the 
tree of liberty 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 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 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 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 analogies 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 the papers of The Federalist to see that fact written on every 
page.[1] They speak of the “checks and balances” of the Constitution, and use to 
express their idea the simile of the organization of the universe, and particularly of 
the solar system—how by the attraction of gravitation the various parts are held in 
their orbits; and then they proceed to represent Congress, the judiciary, and the 
president as a sort of imitation of the solar system. 
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They were only following the English Whigs, who gave Great Britain its modern 
constitution.[2] Not that those Englishmen analyzed the matter, or had any theory 
about it; Englishmen 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.[3] 

The makers of our federal Constitution read Montesquieu with true scientific 
enthusiasm. 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 Nature’s God.” And they constructed a government as they 
would have constructed an orrery—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 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 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 specialization, with a 
common task and purpose. Their cooperation is indispensable, their warfare 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. 

All that progressives ask or desire is permission—in an era when “development,” 
“evolution,” is the scientific word—to interpret the Constitution according to the 
Darwinian principle; all they ask is recognition of the fact that a nation is a living  
thing and not a machine. 

Some citizens of this country have never got beyond the Declaration of 
Independence, signed in Philadelphia, July 4th, 1776. Their bosoms swell against 
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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 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 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? 

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 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 representative of the 
people, and become governments representative of special interests, controlled by 
machines, which in their turn are not controlled by the people. . . . 

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 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 indignation; 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 
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 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. 

  



“What Is Progress?” 

by Woodrow Wilson  

December 31, 1913 

Introduction 

In 1912 Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924) titled his presidential campaign platform 
“The New Freedom.” After his election, Wilson’s legislative agenda took on the 
same name and included, among other things, the Underwood Tariff Act, the 
Clayton Antitrust Act, the creation of the Federal Trade Commission, and the 
establishment of the Federal Reserve. The excerpt below is taken from Wilson’s 
collection of 1912 campaign speeches. Reflecting on what we mean by “progress,” 
Wilson made the case for progressive politics as a response to changing historical 
and economic conditions. He particularly focused upon the emergence of large 
corporations and the new relationship between labor and capital in modern 
industrial society. Wilson suggested that politics was best understood in a 
Darwinian, evolutionary fashion and that this required Americans to reevaluate the 
principles of the American founding, especially the principles of separation of 

powers and checks and balances. 

—Jason R. Jividen 

Source: Woodrow Wilson, The New Freedom: A Call for the Emancipation of the 
Generous Energies of a People, ed. W. B. Hale (New York and Garden City: 
Doubleday, Page, 1913), 33–54, available online at the Hathi Trust Digital Library: 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=osu.32435006145320;view=1up;seq=9. 

 

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.” 
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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 conditions, before we shall be where we were when 
we started; when we started this great experiment 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 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. . . . 

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. . . . 

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 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 
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 something 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. . . . 

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 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 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 toward the existing order, toward those institutions of 
conservatism, the Constitution, the laws, and the courts? 

Are those thoughtful men who fear that we are now about to disturb the ancient 
foundations 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 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 development? 

I believe, for one, that you cannot tear up ancient rootages and safely plant the 
tree of liberty 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 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 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 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 analogies 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 the papers of The Federalist to see that fact written on every 
page.[1] They speak of the “checks and balances” of the Constitution, and use to 
express their idea the simile of the organization of the universe, and particularly of 
the solar system—how by the attraction of gravitation the various parts are held in 
their orbits; and then they proceed to represent Congress, the judiciary, and the 

president as a sort of imitation of the solar system. 

They were only following the English Whigs, who gave Great Britain its modern 
constitution.[2] Not that those Englishmen analyzed the matter, or had any theory 
about it; Englishmen 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.[3] 
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The makers of our federal Constitution read Montesquieu with true scientific 
enthusiasm. 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 Nature’s God.” And they constructed a government as they 
would have constructed an orrery—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 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 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 specialization, with a 
common task and purpose. Their cooperation is indispensable, their warfare 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. 

All that progressives ask or desire is permission—in an era when “development,” 
“evolution,” is the scientific word—to interpret the Constitution according to the 
Darwinian principle; all they ask is recognition of the fact that a nation is a living 
thing and not a machine. 

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 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 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? 

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 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 representative of the 
people, and become governments representative of special interests, controlled by 

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

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 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 indignation; 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 
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 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. 

  



What is Progress? 

by Woodrow Wilson  

1913 

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.” 

That is a parable of progress. The laws of this country have not kept up with the 
change of political circumstances in this country; 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 conditions, before we shall be 
where we were when we started; when we started this great experiment 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 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. 

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 individuals; 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; because the law, unless I have studied it amiss, is the 
expression of the facts in legal relationships. Laws have never altered the facts; laws 
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have always necessarily expressed the facts; adjusted interest as they have arisen 
and have changed toward one another. 

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. 

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 political 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 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 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 extraordinary 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 prosperity is something that 
benevolent magnates provide for them with the aid of the government; 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 the camels or a note of the calliope. There are people, even Americans, 
who never move themselves or know that anything else is moving. 

A friend of mind 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 something 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.” 

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 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, there fore, 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 
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 something 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 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 something,—it mattered little what; restless, vociferous men, 
without sense of the energy of concentration, 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 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 treadmill 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 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 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 change; they are 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 generation as unlike their fathers as possible. Not because their fathers 
lacked character or intelligence or knowledge or patriotism, but because their 
fathers, by reason of their advancing 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 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 though 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 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 toward the existing order, toward those institutions of 

conservatism, the Constitution, the laws, and the courts? 

Are those thoughtful men who fear that we are now about to disturb the ancient 
foundations 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 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 development? 

I believe, for one, that you cannot tear up ancient rootages and safely plant the 
tree of liberty 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 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 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 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 analogies 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 the papers of the 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 organization of the universe, and particularly of 
the solar system,—how by the attraction of gravitation the various parts are held 
in their orbits; and then they proceed to represent Congress, the Judiciary, and the 
President as a sort of imitation of the solar system. 

They were only following the English Whigs, who gave Great Britain its modern 
constitution. Not that those Englishmen analyzed the matter, or had any theory 
about it; Englishmen 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. 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 Nature’s God.” And they constructed a government as they 
would have constructed an orrery—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 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 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 specialization, with a 
common task and purpose. Their cooperation is indispensable, their warfare 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. 

All that progressives ask or desire is permission—in an era when “development” 
“evolution,” is the scientific word—to interpret the Constitution according to the 
Darwinian principle; all they ask is recognition of the fact that a nation is a living 
thing and not a machine. 

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

What form does the contest between tyranny and freedom take to-day? 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? 

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 the people by legal and political 
means. We have seen many governments under these influences cease to be 
representative governments, cease to be governments representative of the 
people, and become governments representative of special interests, controlled 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 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 a workroom there, and a new set of sleeping 
rooms there, built up higher on our foundations, 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 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 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 
community, 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 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 necessities 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 Ecole 
in Paris, that all 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 
other side of the water. Men can now hold up against us the 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 associate too closely with the economic conditions of the 
United States until those conditions 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. 

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 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 excites my indignation; he excited 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 
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 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 New Freedom 

by Woodrow Wilson  

1913 

CHAPTER 1. THE OLD ORDER CHANGETH. 

THERE is one great basic fact which underlies all the questions that are discussed 
on the political platform at the present moment. That singular fact is that nothing 
is done in this country as it was done twenty years ago. We are in the presence of 
a new organization of society. Our life has broken away from the past. The life of 
America is not the life that it was twenty years ago; it is not the life that it was ten 
years ago. We have changed our economic conditions, absolutely, from top to 
bottom; and, with our economic society, the organization of our life. The old 
political formulas do not fit the present problems; they read now like documents 
taken out of a forgotten age. The older cries sound as if they belonged to a past age 
which men have almost forgotten. Things which used to be put into the party 
platforms of ten years ago would sound antiquated if put into a platform now. We 
are facing the necessity of fitting a new social organization, as we did once fit the 
old organization, to the happiness and prosperity of the great body of citizens; for 
we are conscious that the new order of society has not been made to fit and provide 
the convenience or prosperity of the average man. The life of the nation has grown 
infinitely varied. It does not centre now upon questions of governmental structure 
or of the distribution of governmental powers. It centres upon questions of the very 
structure and operation of society itself, of which government is only the 
instrument. Our development has run so fast and so far along the lines sketched in 
the earlier day of constitutional definition, has so crossed and interlaced those 
lines, has piled upon them such novel structures of trust and combination, has 
elaborated within them a life so manifold, so full of forces which transcend the 
boundaries of the country itself and fill the eyes of the world, that a new nation 
seems to have been created which the old formulas do not fit or afford a vital 
interpretation of. We have come upon a very different age from any that preceded 
us. We have come upon an age when we do not do business in the way in which 
we used to do business,-when we do not carry on any of the operations of 
manufacture, sale, transportation, or communication as men used to carry them 
on. There is a sense in which in our day the individual has been submerged. In most 
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parts of our country men work, not for themselves, not as partners in the old way 
in which they used to work, but generally as employees,-in a higher or lower grade,-
of great corporations. There was a time when corporations played a very minor 
part in our business affairs, but now they play the chief part, and most men are the 
servants of corporations. 

You know what happens when you are the servant of a corporation. You have in no 
instance access to the men who are really determining the policy of the 
corporation. If the corporation is doing the things that it ought not to do, you really 
have no voice in the matter and must obey the orders, and you have oftentimes 
with deep mortification to co-operate in the doing of things which you know are 
against the public interest. Your individuality is swallowed up in the individuality 

and purpose of a great organization. 

It is true that, while most men are thus submerged in the corporation, a few, a very 
few, are exalted to a power which as individuals they could never have wielded. 
Through the great organizations of which they are the heads, a few are enabled to 
play a part unprecedented by anything in history in the control of the business 
operations of the country and in the determination of the happiness of great 
numbers of people. 

Yesterday, and ever since history began, men were related to one another as 
individuals. To be sure there were the family, the Church, and the State, institutions 
which associated men in certain wide circles of relationship. But in the ordinary 
concerns of life, in the ordinary work, in the daily round, men dealt freely and 
directly with one another. To-day, the everyday relationships of men are largely 
with great impersonal concerns, with organizations, not with other individual men. 

Now this is nothing short of a new social age, a new era of human relationships, a 

new stage-setting for the drama of life. 

In this new age we find, for instance, that our laws with regard to the relations of 
employer and employee are in many respects wholly antiquated and impossible. 
They were framed for another age, which nobody now living remembers, which is, 
indeed, so remote from our life that it would be difficult for many of us to 
understand it if it were described to us. The employer is now generally a 
corporation or a huge company of some kind; the employee is one of hundreds or 
of thousands brought together, not by individual masters whom they know and 



with whom they have personal relations, but by agents of one sort or another. 
Workingmen are marshaled in great numbers for the performance of a multitude 
of particular tasks under a common discipline. They generally use dangerous and 
powerful machinery, over whose repair and renewal they have no control. New 
rules must be devised with regard to their obligations and their rights, their 
obligations to their employers and their responsibilities to one another. Rules must 
be devised for their protection, for their compensation when injured, for their 
support when disabled. 

There is something very new and very big and very complex about these new 
relations of capital and labor. A new economic society has sprung up, and we must 
effect a new set of adjustments. We must not pit power against weakness. The 
employer is generally, in our day, as I have said, not an individual, but a powerful 
group; and yet the workingman when dealing with his employer is still, under our 
existing law, an individual. 

Why is it that we have a labor question at all? It is for the simple and very sufficient 
reason that the laboring man and the employer are not intimate associates now as 
they used to be in time past. Most of our laws were formed in the age when 
employer and employees knew each other, knew each other’s characters, were 
associates with each other, dealt with each other as man with man. That is no 
longer the case. You not only do not come into personal contact with the men who 
have the supreme command in those corporations, but it would be out of the 
question for you to do it. Our modern corporations employ thousands, and in some 
instances hundreds of thousands, of men. The only persons whom you see or deal 
with are local superintendents or local representatives of a vast organization, which 
is not like anything that the workingmen of the time in which our laws were framed 
knew anything about. A little group of workingmen, seeing their employer every 
day, dealing with him in a personal way, is one thing, and the modern body of labor 
engaged as employees of the huge enterprises that spread all over the country, 
dealing with men of whom they can form no personal conception, is another thing. 
A very different thing. You never saw a corporation, any more than you ever saw a 
government. Many a workingman today never saw the body of men who are 
conducting the industry in which he is employed. And they never saw him. What 
they know about him is written in ledgers and books and letters, in the 
correspondence of the office, in the reports of the superintendents. He is a long 
way off from them. 



So what we have to discuss is, not wrongs which individuals intentionally do,—I do 
not believe there are a great many of those,—but the wrongs of a system. I want 
to record my protest against any discussion of this matter which would seem to 
indicate that there are bodies of our fellow-citizens who are trying to grind us down 
and do us injustice. There are some men of that sort. I don’t know how they sleep 
o’ nights, but there are men of that kind. Thank God, they are not numerous. The 
truth is, we are all caught in a great economic system which is heartless. The 
modern corporation is not engaged in business as an individual. When we deal with 
it, we deal with an impersonal element, an immaterial piece of society. A modern 
corporation is a means of co-operation in the conduct of an enterprise which is so 
big that no one man can conduct it, and which the resources of no one man are 
sufficient to finance. A company is formed; that company puts out a prospectus; 
the promoters expect to raise a certain fund as capital stock. Well, how are they 
going to raise it? They are going to raise it from the public in general, some of whom 
will buy their stock. The moment that begins, there is formed—what? A joint stock 
corporation. Men begin to pool their earnings, little piles, big piles. A certain 
number of men are elected by the stock- holders to be directors, and these 
directors elect a president. This president is the head of the undertaking, and the 
directors are its managers. Now, do the workingmen employed by that stock 
corporation deal with that president and those directors? Not at all. Does the public 
deal with that president and that board of directors? It does not. Can anybody bring 
them to account? It is next to impossible to do so. If you undertake it you will find 
it a game of hide and seek, with the objects of your search taking refuge now behind 
the tree of their individual personality, now behind that of their corporate 
responsibility. And do our laws take note of this curious state of things? Do they 
even attempt to distinguish between a man’s act as a corporation director and as 
an individual? They do not. Our laws still deal with us on the basis of the old system. 
The law is still living in the dead past which we have left behind. This is evident, for 
instance, with regard to the matter of employers’ liability for workingmen’s 
injuries. Suppose that a super[i]ntendent wants a workman to use a certain piece 
of machinery which it is not safe for him to use, and that the workman is injured by 
that piece of machinery. Some of our courts have held that the superintendent is a 
fellow-servant, or, as the law states it, a fellow-employee, and that, therefore, the 
man cannot recover damages for his injury. The superintendent who probably 
engaged the man is not his employer. Who is his employer? And whose negligence 
could conceivably come in there? The board of directors did not tell the employee 
to use that piece of machinery; and the president of the corporation did not tell 



him to use that piece of machinery. And so forth. Don’t you see by that theory that 
a man never can get redress for negligence on the part of the employer? When I 
hear judges reason upon the analogy of the relationships that used to exist 
between workmen and their employers a generation ago, I wonder if they have not 
opened their eyes to the modern world. You know, we have a right to expect that 
judges will have their eyes open, even though the law which they administer hasn’t 
awakened. Yet that is but a single small detail illustrative of the difficulties we are 
in because we have not adjusted the law to the facts of the new order. 

Since I entered politics, I have chiefly had men’s views confided to me privately. 
Some of the biggest men in the United States, in the field of commerce and 
manufacture, are afraid of somebody, are afraid of something. They know that 
there is a power somewhere so organized, so subtle, so watchful, so interlocked, 
so complete, so pervasive, that they had better not speak above their breath when 
they speak in condemnation of it. 

They know that America is not a place of which it can be said, as it used to be, that 
a man may choose his own calling and pursue it just as far as his abilities enable 
him to pursue it; because today, if he enters certain fields, there are organizations 
which will use means against him that will prevent his building up a business which 
they do not want to have built up; organizations that will see to it that the ground 
is cut from under him and the markets shut against him. For if he begins to sell to 
certain retail dealers, to any retail dealers, the monopoly will refuse to sell to those 
dealers, and those dealers, afraid, will not buy the new man’s wares. 

And this is the country which has lifted to the admiration of the world its ideals of 
absolutely free opportunity, where no man is supposed to be under any limitation 
except the limitations of his character and of his mind; where there is supposed to 
be no distinction of class, no distinction of blood, no distinction of social status, but 
where men win or lose on their merits. 

I lay it very close to my own conscience as a public man whether we can any longer 
stand at our doors and welcome all newcomers upon those terms. American 
industry is not free, as once it was free; American enterprise is not free; the man 
with only a little capital is finding it harder to get into the field, more and more 
impossible to compete with the big fellow. Why? Because the laws of this country 
do not prevent the strong from crushing the weak. That is the reason, and because 
the strong have crushed the weak the strong dominate the industry and the 



economic life of this country. No man can deny 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 
the terms of uniting your efforts with those who already control the industries of 
the country; and nobody can fail to observe that any man who tries to set himself 
up in competition with any process of manufacture which has been taken 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. 

There is a great deal that needs reconstruction in the United States. I should like to 
take a census of the business men,—I mean the rank and file of the business men,—
as to whether they think that business conditions in this country, or rather whether 
the organization of business in this country, is satisfactory or not. I know what they 
would say if they dared. If they could vote secretly they would vote overwhelmingly 
that the present organization of business was meant for the big fellows and was 
not meant for the little fellows; that it was meant for those who are at the top and 
was meant to exclude those who are at the bottom; that it was meant to shut out 
beginners, to prevent new entries in the race, to prevent the building up of 
competitive enterprises that would interfere with the monopolies which the great 
trusts have built up. 

What this country needs above everything else is a body of laws which will look 
after the men who are on the make rather than the men who are already made. 
Because the men who are already made are not going to live indefinitely, and they 
are not always kind enough to leave sons as able and as honest as they are. 

The originative part of America, the part of America that makes new enterprises, 
the part into which the ambitious and gifted workingman makes his way up, the 
class that saves, that plans, that organizes, that presently spreads its enterprises 
until they have a national scope and character,-that middle class is being more and 
more squeezed out by the processes which we have been taught to call processes 
of prosperity. Its members are sharing prosperity, no doubt; but what alarms me is 
that they are not originating prosperity. No country can afford to have its 
prosperity originated by a small controlling class. The treasury of America does not 
lie in the brains of the small body of men now in control of the great enterprises 
that have been concentrated under the direction of a very small number of 
persons. The treasury of America lies in those ambitions, those energies, that 



cannot be restricted to a special favored class. It depends upon the inventions of 
unknown men, upon the originations of unknown men, upon the ambitions of 
unknown men. Every country is renewed out of the ranks of the unknown, not out 

of the ranks of those already famous and powerful and in control. 

There has come over the land that un-American set of conditions which enables a 
small number of men who control the government to get favors from the 
government; by those favors to exclude their fellows from equal business 
opportunity; by those favors to extend a network of control that will presently 
dominate every industry in the country, and so make men forget the ancient time 
when America lay in every hamlet, when America was to be seen in every fair valley, 
when America displayed her great forces on the broad prairies, ran her fine fires of 
enterprise up over the mountainsides and down into the bowels of the earth, and 
eager men were everywhere captains of industry, not employees; not looking to a 
distant city to find out what they might do, but looking about among their 
neighbors, finding credit according to their character, not according to their 
connections, finding credit in proportion to what was known to be in them and 
behind them, not in proportion to the securities they held that were approved 
where they were not known. In order to start an enterprise now, you have to be 
authenticated, in a perfectly impersonal way, not according to yourself, but 
according to what you own that somebody else approves of your owning. You 
cannot begin such an enterprise as those that have made America until you are so 
authenticated, until you have succeeded in obtaining the good-will of large allied 
capitalists. Is that freedom? That is dependence, not freedom. 

We used to think in the old-fashioned days when life was very simple that all that 
government had to do was to put on a policeman’s uniform, and say, “Now don’t 
anybody hurt anybody else.” We used to say that the ideal of government was for 
every man to be left alone and not interfered with, except when he interfered with 
somebody else; and that the best government was the government that did as little 
governing as possible. That was the idea that obtained in Jefferson’s time. But we 
are coming now to realize that life is so complicated that we are not dealing with 
the old conditions, and that the law has to step in and create new conditions under 
which we may live, the conditions which will make it tolerable for us to live. 

Let me illustrate what I mean: It used to be true in our cities that every family 
occupied a separate house of its own, that every family had its own little premises, 
that every family was separated in its life from every other family. That is no longer 



the case in our great cities. Families live in tenements, they live in flats, they live on 
floors; they are piled layer upon layer in the great tenement houses of our crowded 
districts, and not only are they piled layer upon layer, but they are associated room 
by room, so that there is in every room, sometimes, in our congested districts, a 
separate family. In some foreign countries they have made much more progress 
than we in handling these things. In the city of Glasgow, for example (Glasgow is 
one of the model cities of the world), they have made up their minds that the 
entries and the hallways of great tenements are public streets. Therefore, the 
policeman goes up the stairway, and patrols the corridors; the lighting department 
of the city sees to it that the halls are abundantly lighted. The city does not deceive 
itself into supposing that that great building is a unit from which the police are to 
keep out and the civic authority to be excluded, but it says: “These are public 
highways, and light is needed in them, and control by the authority of the city.”  

I liken that to our great modern industrial enterprises. A corporation is very like a 
large tenement house; it isn’t the premises of a single commercial family; it is just 
as much a public affair as a tenement house is a network of public highways. When 
you offer the securities of a great corporation to anybody who wishes to purchase 
them, you must open that corporation to the inspection of everybody who wants 
to purchase. There must, to follow out the figure of the tenement house, be lights 
along the corridors, there must be police patrolling the openings, there must be 
inspection wherever it is known that men may be deceived with regard to the 
contents of the premises. If we believe that fraud lies in wait for us, we must have 
the means of determining whether our suspicions are well founded or not. 
Similarly, the treatment of labor by the great corporations is not what it was in 
Jefferson’s time. Whenever bodies of men employ bodies of men, it ceases to be a 
private relationship. So that when courts hold that workingmen cannot peaceably 
dissuade other workingmen from taking employment, as was held in a notable case 
in New Jersey, they simply show that their minds and understandings are lingering 
in an age which has passed away. This dealing of great bodies of men with other 
bodies of men is a matter of public scrutiny, and should be a matter of public 

regulation. 

Similarly, it was no business of the law in the time of Jefferson to come into my 
house and see how I kept house. But when my house, when my so-called private 
property, became a great mine, and men went along dark corridors amidst every 
kind of danger in order to dig out of the bowels of the earth things necessary for 
the industries of a whole nation, and when it came about that no individual owned 



these mines, that they were owned by great stock companies, then all the old 
analogies absolutely collapsed and it became the right of the government to go 
down into these mines to see whether human beings were properly treated in 
them or not; to see whether accidents were properly safeguarded against; to see 
whether modern economical methods of using these inestimable riches of the 
earth were followed or were not followed. If somebody puts a derrick improperly 
secured on top of a building or overtopping the street, then the government of the 
city has the right to see that that derrick is so secured that you and I can walk under 
it and not be afraid that the heavens are going to fall on us. Likewise, in these great 
beehives where in every corridor swarm men of flesh and blood, it is the privilege 
of the government, whether of the State or of the United States, as the case may 
be, to see that human life is protected, that human lungs have something to 
breathe. 

These, again, are merely illustrations of conditions. We are in a new world, 
struggling under old laws. As we go inspecting our lives today, surveying this new 
scene of centralized and complex society, we shall find many more things out of 

joint. 

One of the most alarming phenomena of the time, — or rather it would be alarming 
if the nation had not awakened to it and shown its determination to control it,— 
one of the most significant signs of the new social era is the degree to which 
government has become associated with business. I speak, for the moment, of the 
control over the government exercised by Big Business. Behind the whole subject, 
of course, is the truth that, in the new order, government and business must be 
associated closely. But that association is at present of a nature absolutely 
intolerable; the precedence is wrong, the association is upside down. Our 
government has been for the past few years under the control of heads of great 
allied corporations with special interests. It has not controlled these interests and 
assigned them a proper place in the whole system of business; it has submitted 
itself to their control. As a result, there have g[r]own up vicious systems and 
schemes of governmental favoritism (the most obvious being the extravagant 
tariff), far-reaching in effect upon the whole fabric of life, touching to his injury 
every inhabitant of the land, laying unfair and impossible handicaps upon 
competitors, imposing taxes in every direction, stifling everywhere the free spirit 

of American enterprise. 



Now this has come about naturally; as we go on we shall see how very naturally. It 
is no use denouncing anybody, or anything, except human nature. Nevertheless, it 
is an intolerable thing that the government of the republic should have got so far 
out of the hands of the people; should have been captured by interests which are 
special and not general. In the train of this capture follow the troops of scandals, 
wrongs, indecencies, with which our politics swarm. 

There are cities in America of whose government we are ashamed. There are cities 
everywhere, in every part of the land, in which we feel that, not the interests of the 
public, but the interests of special privileges, of selfish men, are served; where 
contracts take precedence over public interest. Not only in big cities is this the case. 
Have you not noticed the growth of socialistic sentiment in the smaller towns? Not 
many months ago I stopped at a little town in Nebraska, and while my train lingered 
I met on the platform a very engaging young fellow dressed in overalls who 
introduced himself to me as the mayor of the town, and added that he was a 
Socialist. I said, “What does that mean? Does that mean that this town is 
socialistic?” “No, sir,” he said; “I have not deceived myself; the vote by which I was 
elected was about 20 per cent. socialistic and 80 per cent. protest.” It was protest 
against the treachery to the people of those who led both the other parties of that 
town. 

All over the Union people are coming to feel that they have no control over the 
course of affairs. I live in one of the greatest States in the union, which was at one 
time in slavery. Until two years ago we had witnessed with increasing concern the 
growth in New Jersey of a spirit of almost cynical despair. Men said: “We vote; we 
are offered the platform we want; we elect the men who stand on that platform, 
and we get absolutely nothing.” So they began to ask: “What is the use of voting? 
We know that the machines of both parties are subsidized by the same persons, 
and therefore it is useless to turn in either direction.” 

This is not confined to some of the state governments and those of some of the 
towns and cities. We know that something intervenes between the people of the 
United States and the control of their own affairs at Washington. It is not the people 
who have been ruling there of late. 

Why are we in the presence, why are we at the threshold, of a revolution? Because 
we are profoundly disturbed by the influences which we see reigning in the 
determination of our public life and our public policy. There was a time when 



America was blithe with self-confidence. She boasted that she, and she alone, knew 
the processes of popular government; but now she sees her sky overcast; she sees 
that there are at work forces which she did not dream of in her hopeful youth. 

Don’t you know that some man with eloquent tongue, without conscience, who did 
not care for the nation, could put this whole country into a flame? Don’t you know 
that this country from one end to the other believes that something is wrong? What 
an opportunity it would be for some man without conscience to spring up and say: 
“This is the way. Follow me!”—and lead in paths of destruction! 

The old order changeth—changeth under our very eyes, not quietly and equably, 

but swiftly and with the noise and heat and tumult of reconstruction. 

I suppose that all struggle for law has been conscious, that very little of it has been 
blind or merely instinctive. It is the fashion to say, as if with superior knowledge of 
affairs and of human weakness, that every age has been an age of transition, and 
that no age is more full of change than another; yet in very few ages of the world 
can the struggle for change have been so widespread, so deliberate, or upon so 
great a scale as in this in which we are taking part. 

The transition we are witnessing is no equable transition of growth and normal 
alteration; no silent, unconscious unfolding of one age into another, its natural heir 
and successor. Society is looking itself over, in our day, from top to bottom; is 
making fresh and critical analysis of its very elements; is questioning its oldest 
practices as freely as its newest, scrutinizing every arrangement and motive of its 
life; and it stands ready to attempt nothing less than a radical reconstruction, which 
only frank and honest counsels and the forces of generous co-operation can hold 
back from becoming a revolution. We are in a temper to reconstruct economic 
society, as we were once in a temper to reconstruct political society, and political 
society may itself undergo a radical modification in the process. I doubt if any age 
was ever more conscious of its task or more unanimously desirous of radical and 
extended changes in its economic and political practice. 

We stand in the presence of a revolution,-not a bloody revolution; America is not 
given to the spilling of blood,-but a silent revolution, whereby America will insist 
upon recovering in practice those ideals which she has always professed, upon 
securing a government devoted to the general interest and not to special interests. 



We are upon the eve of a great reconstruction. It calls for creative statesmanship 
as no age has done since that great age in which we set up the government under 
which we live, that government which was the admiration of the world until it 
suffered wrongs to grow up under it which have made many of our own 
compatriots question the freedom of our institutions and preach revolution against 
them. I do not fear revolution. I have unshaken faith in the power of America to 
keep its self-possession. Revolution will come in peaceful guise, as it came when 
we put aside the crude government of the Confederation and created the great 
Federal Union which governs individuals, not States, and which has been these 
hundred and thirty years our vehicle of progress. Some radical changes we must 
make in our law and practice. Some reconstructions we must push forward, which 
a new age and new circumstances impose upon us. But we can do it all in calm and 
sober fashion, like statesmen and patriots. 

I do not speak of these things in apprehension, because all is open and above-
board. This is not a day in which great forces rally in secret. The whole stupendous 
program must be publicly planned and canvassed. Good temper, the wisdom that 
comes of sober counsel, the energy of thoughtful and unselfish men, the habit of 
co-operation and of compromise which has been bred in us by long years of free 
government, in which reason rather than passion has been made to prevail by the 
sheer virtue of candid and universal debate, will enable us to win through to still 
another great age without violence. 

CHAPTER 2. WHAT IS PROGRESS? 

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.” 

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 conditions, before we shall be where we were when 
we started; when we started this great experiment 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 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. 

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 individuals; 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; because the law, unless I have studied it amiss, is the 
expression of the facts in legal relationships. 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. 

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. 

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 political 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 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 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 extraordinary 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 prosperity is something that 
benevolent magnates provide for them with the aid of the government; 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 the camels or a note of the calliope. There are people, even Americans, 
who never move themselves or know that anything else is moving. 

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 something 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.” 

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 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 

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 something 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 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 something,—it mattered little what; restless, vociferous men, 
without sense of the energy of concentration, 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 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 treadmill 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 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 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 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 generation as unlike their fathers as possible. Not because their fathers 
lacked character or intelligence or knowledge or patriotism, but because their 
fathers, by reason of their advancing 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 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 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 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 toward the existing order, toward those institutions of 

conservatism, the Constitution, the laws, and the courts? 

Are those thoughtful men who fear that we are now about to disturb the ancient 
foundations 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 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 development? 



I believe, for one, that you cannot tear up ancient rootages and safely plant the 
tree of liberty 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 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 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 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 analogies 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 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 organization of the universe, and particularly of 
the solar system,-how by the attraction of gravitation the various parts are held in 
their orbits; and then they proceed to represent Congress, the Judiciary, and the 
President as a sort of imitation of the solar system. 

They were only following the English Whigs, who gave Great Britain its modern 
constitution. Not that those Englishmen analyzed the matter, or had any theory 
about it; Englishmen 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. 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 Nature’s God.” And they constructed a government as they 
would have constructed an orrery,—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 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 offset against each other, as checks, and live. On the 
contrary, its life is dependent upon their quick co-operation, 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 specialization, with a 
common task and purpose. Their co-operation is indispensable, their warfare fatal. 
There can be no successful government without the intimate, instinctive co-
ordination 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. 

All that progressives ask or desire is permission-in an era when “development,” 
“evolution,” is the scientific word-to interpret the Constitution according to the 
Darwinian principle; all they ask is recognition of the fact that a nation is a living 
thing and not a machine. 

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 day and substitute them in some vital way for the examples it itself 
gives, so concrete, so intimately involved in the circumstanc[e]s 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 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? 

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 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 representative of the 
people, and become governments representative of special interests, controlled 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 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 a workroom there, and a new set of sleeping 
rooms there, built up higher on our foundations, 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 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 modem knowledge of structural strength and elasticity, 
and then slowly change the partitions, relay the walls, let in the light 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 
community, co-operative as in a perfected, co-ordinated beehive, not afraid of any 
storm of nature, not afraid of any artificial storm, any imitation of thunder and 
lightning, knowing that the 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 necessities 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 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 experience of France; for from the 
other side of the water men can now hold up against us the reproach that we have 
not adjusted our lives to modem 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 associate too closely with the economic conditions of the 
United States until those conditions 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. 

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 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 indignation; 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 
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 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. 

 

  



Socialism and Democracy 

by Woodrow Wilson  

August 22, 1887 

Is it possible that in practical America we are becoming sentimentalists? To judge 
by much of our periodical literature, one would think so. All resolution about great 
affairs seems now “sicklied o’er with a pale cast of thought.” Our magazine writers 
smile sadly at the old-time optimism of their country; are themselves full of 
forebodings; expend much force and enthusiasm and strong (as well as weak) 
English style in disclosing social evils and economics bugbears; are moved by a fine 
sympathy for the unfortunate and a fine anger against those who bring wrong upon 
their fellows: but where amidst all these themes for the conscience is there a theme 
for the courage of the reader? Where are the brave plans of reform which should 
follow such prologues? 

No man with a heart can withhold sympathy from the laborer whose strength is 
wasted and whose hope is thwarted in the service of the heartless and closefisted; 
but, then, no man with a head ought to speak that sympathy in the public prints 
unless he have some manly, thought-out ways of betterment to propose. One 
wearies easily, it must be confessed, of woful-warnings; one sighs often for a little 
tonic of actual thinking grounded in sane, clear-sighted perception of what is 
possible to be done. Sentiment is not despicable — it may be elevating and noble, 
it may be inspiring, and in some mental fields it is self-sufficing — but when uttered 
concerning great social and political questions it needs the addition of practical, 
initiative sense to keep it sweet and to prevent its becoming insipid. 

I point these remarks particularly at current discussions of socialism, and principally 
of ‘state socialism,’ which is almost the only form of socialism seriously discussed 
among us, out-side the Anti-Poverty Society. Is there not a plentiful lack of nerve 
and purpose in what we read and hear nowadays on this momentous topic. One 
might be excused for taking and keeping the impression that there can be no great 
need for the haste in the settlement of the questions mooted in connexion with it, 
inasmuch as the debating of them has not yet passed beyond its rhetorical and 
pulpit stage. It is easy to make socialism, as theoretically developed by the greater 
and saner socialistic writers, intelligible not only, but even attractive, as a 
conception; it is easy also to render it a thing of fear to timorous minds, and to 
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make many signs of the times bear menace of it; the only hard task is to give it 
validity and strength as a program in practical politics. Yet the whole interest of 
socialism for those whose thinking extends beyond the covers of books and the 
paragraphs of periodicals lies in what it will mean in practice. It is a question of 
practical politics, or else it is only a thesis for engaging discourse. 

Even mere discourses, one would think, would be attracted to treat of the practical 
means of realizing for society the principles of socialism, for much the most 
interesting and striking features of it emerge only when its actual applications to 
concrete affairs are examined. These actual applications of it are the part of it which 
is much the most worth talking about — even for those whose only object is to talk 
effectively. 

Roundly described, socialism is a proposition that every community, by means of 
whatever forms of organization may be most effective for the purpose, see to it for 
itself that each one of its members finds the employment for which he is best suited 
and is rewarded according to his diligence and merit, all proper surroundings of 
moral influence being secured to him by the public authority. ‘State socialism’ is 
willing to act though state authority as it is at present organized. It proposes that 
all idea of a limitation of public authority by individual rights be put out of view, 
and that the State consider itself bound to stop only at what is unwise or futile in 
its universal superintendence alike of individual and of public interests. The thesis 
of the states socialist is, that no line can be drawn between private and public 
affairs which the State may not cross at will; that omnipotence of legislation is the 
first postulate of all just political theory. 

Applied in a democratic state, such doctrine sounds radical, but not revolutionary. 
It is only an acceptance of the extremest logical conclusions deducible from 
democratic principles long ago received as respectable. For it is very clear that in 
fundamental theory socialism and democracy are almost if not quite one and the 
same. They both rest at bottom upon the absolute right of the community to 
determine its own destiny and that of its members. Men as communities are 
supreme over men as individuals. Limits of wisdom and convenience to the public 
control there may be: limits of principle there are, upon strict analysis, none. 

It is of capital importance to note this substantial correspondence of fundamental 
conception as between socialism and democracy: a whole system of practical 
politics may be erected upon it without further foundation. The germinal 



conceptions of democracy are as free from all thought of a limitation of the public 
authority as are the corresponding conceptions of socialism; the individual rights 
which the democracy of our own century has actually observed, were suggested to 
it by a political Philosophy radically individualistic, but not necessarily democratic. 
Democracy is bound by no principle of its own nature to say itself nay as to the 
exercise of any power. Here, then, lies the point. The difference between 
democracy and socialism is not an essential difference, but only a practical 
difference — is a difference of organization and policy, not a difference of primary 
motive. Democracy has not undertaken the tasks which socialists clamour to have 
undertaken; but it refrains from them, not for lack of adequate principles or 
suitable motives, but for lack of adequate organization and suitable hardihood: 
because it cannot see its way clear to accomplishing them with credit. Moreover it 
may be said that democrats of to-day hold off from such undertakings because they 
are of to-day, and not of the days, which history very well remembers, when 
government had the temerity to try everything. The best thought of modern time 
having recognized a difference between social and political questions, democratic 
government, like all other governments, seeks to confine itself to those political 
concerns which have, in the eyes of the judicious, approved themselves 
appropriate to the sphere and capacity of public authority. 

The socialist does not disregard the obvious lessons of history concerning 
overwrought government: at least he thinks he does not. He denies that he is urging 
the resumption of tasks which have been repeatedly shown to be impossible. He 
points to the incontrovertible fact that the economic and social conditions of life in 
our century are not only superficially but radically different from those of any other 
time whatever. Many affairs of life which were once easily to be handled by 
individuals have now become so entangled amongst the complexities of 
international trade relations, so confused by the multiplicity of news-voices, or so 
hoisted into the winds of speculation that only powerful combinations of wealth 
and influence can compass them. Corporations grow on every hand, and on every 
hand not only swallow and overawe individuals but also compete with 
governments. The contest is no longer between government and individuals; it is 
now between government and dangerous combinations and individuals. Here is a 
monstrously changed aspect of the social world. In face of such circumstances, 
must not government lay aside all timid scruple and boldly make itself an agency 
for social reform as well as for political control? 



‘Yes,’ says the democrat, ‘perhaps it must. You know it is my principle, no less than 
yours, that every man shall have an equal chance with every other man: if I saw my 
way to it as a practical politician, I should be willing to go farther and superintend 
every man’s use of his chance. But the means? The question with me is not whether 
the community has power to act as it may please in these matters, but how it can 
act with practical advantage — a question of policy.’ 

A question of policy primarily, but also a question of organization, that is to say of 
administration. 

 

 

 

 


