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138. Franklin D. Roosevelt, "Greater Security
for the Average Man” (1934)

Source: Samuel I. Rosenman, ed., Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin
D. Roosevelt (13 vols.: New York, 1938-1950), vol. 3, pp. 420-22.

Along with being a superb politician, Franklin D. Roosevelt was a master
of political communication. Through his fireside chats, he used the new
medium of radio to bring his message directly into Americans’living
rooms, bypassing the mostly pro-Republican press. Roosevelt worked to
reclaim the word “freedom” from conservatives, and made it a rallying cry
for the New Deal. Throughout the 1930s, he consistently linked freedom
with economic security and identified economic inequality as its greatest
enemy. In this excerpt from one of the fireside chats of 1934, Roosevelt
directly challenges the idea that government intervention in the economy
threatens American freedom. The older view of liberty, he insisted, served
the needs only of “the privileged few.” He would continue this argument
during his campaign for reelection in 1936, when he triumphed with over
60 percent of the popular vote.



To THOSE WHO say that our expenditures for public works and
other means for recovery are a waste that we cannot afford, I
answer that no country, however rich, can afford the waste of its
human resources. Demoralization caused by vast unemployment
is our greatest extravagance. Morally, it is the greatest menace to
our social order. Some people try to tell me that we must make up
our minds that in the future we shall permanently have millions
of unemployed just as other countries have had them for over a
decade. What may be necessary for those countries is not my
responsibility to determine. But as for this country, I stand or fall
by my refusal to accept as a necessary condition of our future a
permanent army of unemployed. On the contrary, we must make
it a national principle that we will not tolerate a large army of
unemployed and that we will arrange our national economy to
end our present unemployment. . ..Ido not want to think that it is
the destiny of any American to remain permanently on relief
rolls.

In our efforts for recovery we have avoided, on the one hand, the
theory that business should and must be taken over into an all-
embracing Government. We have avoided, on the other hand, the
equally untenable theory that it is an interference with liberty to
offer reasonable help when private enterprise is in need of help. The
course we have followed fits the American practice of Government,
a practice of taking action step by step, of regulating only to meet
concrete needs, a practice of courageous recognition of change. I
believe with Abraham Lincoln, that “The legitimate object of Gov-
ernment is to do for a community of people whatever they need to
have done but cannot do at all or cannot do so well for themselves in
their separate and individual capacities.”

I am not for a return to that definition of liberty under which for
many years a free people were being gradually regimented into the
service of the privileged few. I prefer and I am sure you prefer that
broader definition of liberty under which we are moving forward to
greater freedom, to greater security for the average man than he has
ever known before in the history of America.



Question

1. How does Roosevelt think that American understandings of freedom
should change?

2. Why does Roosevelt feel that mass unemployment is a threat to American

freedom?

139. Herbert Hoover on the New Deal
and Liberty (1936)

Source: Herbert Hoover: “On the New Deal and Liberty,” Official Report of the
Proceedings of the 21st Republican National Convention, 1936, pp. 115-
19, 122-24. Reprinted by permission of the Republican National Committee,

Even as Roosevelt invoked the word to uphold the New Deal, “liberty”—in
the sense of freedom from powerful government—became the fighting
slogan of his opponents. As the 1930s progressed, opponents of the New
Deal invoked the language of liberty with greater and greater passion.
Freedom, they claimed, meant unrestrained economic opportunity for the
enterprising individual. In a speech at the Republican National Conven-
tion of 1936, former President Hoover accused his successor of endanger-
ing “fundamental American liberties.” Roosevelt, he charged, was either
operating out of sheer opportunism, with no coherent purpose of policy,
or was conspiring to impose “European ideas” on the United States. The
election, he continued, in strident language that reflected how wide the
gap between the parties had become, was a “holy crusade for liberty” that
would “determine the future” of freedom in the United States.

IN THIS ROOM rests the greatest responsibility that has come toa
body of Americans in three generations. In the lesser sense this is
a convention of a great political party. But in the larger sense it isa
convention of Americans to determine the fate of those ideals for



which this nation was founded. That far transcends all partisan-
ship.

There are elemental currents which make or break the fate of
nations. There is a moral purpose in the universe. Those forces which
affect the vitality and the soul of a people will control its destinies.
The sum of years of public service in these currents is the overwhelm-
ing conviction of their transcendent importance over the more tran-
sitory, even though difficult, issues of national life.

I have given about four years to research into the New Deal, try-
ing to determine what its ultimate objectives were, what sort of a
system it is imposing on this country.

To some people it appears to be a strange interlude in American
history in that it has no philosophy, that it is sheer opportunism, that
it is a muddle of a spoils system, of emotional economics, of reckless
adventure, of unctuous claims to a monopoly of human sympathy, of
greed for power, of a desire for popular acclaim and an aspiration to
make the front pages of the newspapers. That is the most charitable
view.

To other people it appears to be a cold-blooded attempt by starry-
eyed boys to infect the American people by a mixture of European
ideas, flavored with our native predilection to get something for
nothing.

You can choose either one you like best. But the first is the road of
chaos which leads to the second. Both of these roads lead over the
same grim precipice that is the crippling and possibly the destruc-
tion of the freedom of men.

We have seen these gigantic expenditures and this torrent of
waste pile up a national debt which two generations cannot repay.
One time I told a Democratic Congress that “you cannot spend your-
selves into prosperity.” You recall that advice did not take then. It
hasn’t taken yet. Billions have been spent to prime the economic
pump. It did employ a horde of paid officials upon the pump handle.
We have seen the frantic attempts to find new taxes on the rich. Yet



three-quarters of the bill will be sent to the average man and the
poor. He and his wife and his grandchildren will be giving a quarter
of all their working days to pay taxes. Freedom to work for himself
is changed into a slavery of work for the follies of government.

We have seen an explosive inflation of bank credits by this gov-
ernment borrowing. We have seen varied steps toward currency
inflation that have already enriched the speculator and deprived
the poor. If this is to continue the end result is the tears and anguish
of universal bankruptcy and distress. No democracy in history has
survived its final stages.

We have seen the building up of a horde of political officials, we
have seen the pressures upon the helpless and destitute to trade
political support for relief. Both are a pollution of the very foun-
tains of liberty.

We have seen the most elemental violation of economic law and
experience. The New Deal forgets it is solely by production of more
goods and more varieties of goods and services that we advance the
living and security of men. If we constantly decrease costs and
prices and keep up earnings the production of plenty will be more
and more widely distributed. These laws may be restitched in new
phrases so that they are the very shoes of human progress. We had
so triumphed in this long climb of mankind toward plenty that we
had reached Mount Pisgah where we looked over the promised land
of abolished poverty. Then men began to quarrel over the division
of the goods. The depression produced by war destruction tempo-
rarily checked our march toward the promised land.

Great calamities have come to the whole world. These forces have
reached into every calling and every cottage. They have brought
tragedy and suffering to millions of firesides. I have great sympathy
for those who honestly reach for short cuts to the immensity of our
problems. While design of the structure of betterment for the com-
mon man must be inspired by the human heart, it can only be
achieved by the intellect. It can only be builded by using the mould
of justice, by laying brick upon brick from the materials of scientific



research; by the painstaking sifting of truth from the collection of
fact and experience. Any other mould is distorted; any other bricks
are without straw; any other foundations are sand. That great struc-
ture of human progress can be built only by free men and women.

The gravest task which confronts the party is to regenerate these
freedoms.

Fundamental American liberties are at stake. Is the Republican
party ready for the issue? Are you willing to cast your all upon the
issue, or would you falter and look back? Will you, for expediency’s
sake, also offer will-o-the-wisps which beguile the people? Or have
you determined to enter in a holy crusade for liberty which shall
determine the future and the perpetuity for a nation of free men?
That star shell fired today over the no man’s land of world despair
would illuminate the world with hope.

Questions

1. Why does Hoover believe that the future of freedom is at stake in the
election of 19367

2. How does his definition of freedom differ from that of Roosevelt?




