
Abba Hillel Silver Collection Digitization Project 
Featuring collections from the Western Reserve Historical Society and 

The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives 

Western Reserve Historical Society      American Jewish Archives 
10825 East Boulevard, Cleveland, Ohio 44106 3101 Clifton Avenue, Cincinnati, Ohio 45220 
(216) 721-5722 (513) 487-3000
wrhs.org AmericanJewishArchives.org

MS-4787: Abba Hillel Silver Papers, 1902-1989. 
Series IV: Sermons, 1914-1963, undated. 

Reel   Box        Folder  
         148   52         182 

Is Our National Life Corrupt?, 1924. 



"IS OUR NATIOB l LI~ CORRUPT?" - - , ____ -----
RAHBI ABBA HILLEL SILVF:R. 



• 

The people of the country, said Senator 

Pepper not so long ago, ~re at this ~oment su!ferlng trom 

acute shook. The credit of public men has reoeived a 

staggering blow in the eyes of multitudes of people. Public 

men hero in :ashington. qulte irresiectlve of party, are 

looked upon as b dl7 bespattered. Something like an 

exploeion has occurred very near the foundations of the 

oapital. 

scandal. 

I went to speak this morning not of the oil 

The details are undoubtedly all too well known 

to you. I do not wish this morning to rehearse all the 

grewsome details of that moral debacle in ashington; nor 

do I wish to indulge this morning in purposeless indignation 

or denunciation of parties or of individuals, great as the 

temptation may be. The thing I dread moat about this 

entire affair is that it will all reaolve itself into one 

vast erup·tion of public indignation, with perhaps one or 

two scoundrels put behind bars, and that after the publio 

has vented its rage and feasted upon a victim or two, it 

will sink back in its normal political stupor and resume the 

even tenors of ite polltioal drift and indifference, until 

another suoh catastrophe, moral and spiritual, will give it 

another opportunity to exercise its moral rigor. 

I, for ooe, am hwnil1ated and heartsick not 

eo much tor what happened in aehington, tor the vaet 
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betrayal of public trust, but for the system of government 

and the politioal intelligence of the American people which 

make euoh coaditiona possible; for this oil scandal. which 

aeems to have bespattered with suspicion not one or two 

individuals but whole departments, numerous officials and 

prominent civilians, and to have laid bare a whole system 

pre7ing upon democratic government at its very source and 

fountainhead.--! say, this oil scandal is not the first in 

our national history, nor, I fear. the last. 

~------

One need not catalogue them all--the7 are all 

too n11JDerous; but one need but recall the moral lapses in 

go-vernment during the last few years to be staggered not b7 

the incidents but b7 a condition which makes these incidents 

poeeible,--the Ballinger soandal during the Taft administra

tion. the various tariff scandals, the successive and 

successful appropriation of public lands. of vast domains, 

by railway interests, the Alaskan coal field grab, the war 

profiteering, the Veteran Bureau soandals,--all within the 

last few years. and all the work not of insignifioant 

political figures but of the highest type of our lordios. 

It seems that whenever and wherever big bus-

iness touches government it oorrupta government. It is. 

of course, true to sa7 that whenever government is corruptible 

lg business is oorrupted. and the press ia corrupted, and 

the legal profession is corrupted,--thinga which actually 

happened in the reoent affair. But go~ernment, friende, is 

oorrup,lble onl7 when it represents a p ople made up ot what 

-2-



• 

• 

• 

•r. Prank oalls "pol1tioal illiterates." me are a nation, 

he e&id,"of political illiterates. Despite our noisy 

devotion to popular government we are not politicall7 minded . 

we display a sporadic interest in a short-lived issue, or 

give a fleeting loyalty to the picturesque political 

personalities; we organize reform movements just as bored 

wives embrace a current cult. but we lack sustained interest 

1n the continuously wise management of our common life. It 

takes a case ot clume7 tret:Leon or a presidential oump!;!ig.n 

to make us really think about government. ·' 

We are too busy making money to think of 

government. The only time we do think of government is 

when we have h&rd times, and then for some unknown reason 

we blame the government in Washington for the hard times; and 

we think of government. too, wh~D our taxes are too irksome 

and excessive; at all other times we are content to let 

government alone. Je resent government interter ence in our 

affairs, nnd so we are content not to interfere with the 

affairs of the government. We vote, if we vote at all, by 

parties, seldom stopping to reflect that neither of the 

politio~l parties now has the slightest reason for existence. 

So that the high privilege and the grave responsibility of 

ruling this greatest republic on earth, of guarding and 

guiding the lives of a hundred and ten millions of people, 

are left in the bands of the professional politici~ns, the 

men who are in the work not for public aervioe but for privat 

gain--men moat often mediocrities, ordinary persona who have 
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not succeeded very well in their own chosen professions or 

vooations, and have entered politics tor the money that is 

in it, or the influence that is in it • 

A keen observer ot political conditions in 

America, a student of our political lite, not long ago made 

this caustic comment upon Congreas--oaust1o, but largely 
, 

true. He said: "Go to the Congressional Directory and 

investigate the origins and past performance of ·the present 

mombers of the lower house in Congress--our typical assemblage, 

the cornerstone of our whole representative s ~atem, the 

symbol of our democracy; you ill find that well over half 

of them are obsoure lawyers, school teachers, mortgage 

sharks--out of almost any anonymous talent; men of common 

traditions, sordid aspirations nd no attainments at all. 

One and all the members of this ajorit7--and it is constant 

no matter what party is in power--are pl stered with the 

braes ornaments of some fraternal order; one and all, they 

are devoid ot any oontact with what passes for culture; one 

and all, their careers are bare ot civilizing influence. 

such are the men who make the laws that all of us must obey, 

and 0arr1 on our dealings with the world. Go to their 

debates nnd you will discover what equipment they bring to 

their high business. hat they kno of sound literature 

is what one may get out of McGuffey's Pifth Reader. hat 

' they k:Jlow of political science la the nonsense preached in 

the Chautauqua& and on the stump. hat the7 know ot history 

is the childish stuff taught in grammar aohoola. What the7 
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mow of the arts and soienoes of all the great body of 

knowledge that is the achieved intellectual baggage of 

modern man is absolutely nothing." 

low, if this is true of congress, the 

picture which would have to be painted of state legislatures 

and city councils would be even more drab and disheartening. 

It has been truly rem~rked by a s~e~ker that the closer 

government gets to the people the more interior it becomes. 

Bow, of course we satisfy ourselves by blaming political 

bosses and political maohinea; we point a finger of scorn 

at tsmman7 H 11, and Barnes, and Penrose, ~nd Hinky-Dink, 

and Taggart, and ;hat not, and s=y, "they are the guilty 

ones; they corrupt our governruent." nd so we absolve 

ourselves of ~11 responsibility, orgetting that this is a 

democr"cy, ~od tluit these men hol their po~or ec~uee we 

willingly, ·11tt1ngly or un·:littingly, nctlvely or passively, 

conec101:1sly or unconsciously. pe·· ~ii t ~hem to hol their 

power. &nd in so doing we connive with them, wo conspire 

with them; there ia no absolution possible; "nd u3 long as 

we do that, as long aa we content ouraelvoa ~1th blaming 

thi~ muchine or that, this schimor or that, th!3 ruthless 

politician or that, without s~p~lanting him, without 

substituting !or him ourselves, e shall be viotimized 

and betrayed and robbed from time to time . 

These democratic institutions under whioh we 

lived were purchased in blood and in eacrifioe. and were 

handed down to us and entrusted into our keeping. The 
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democratic experima~t is such an PDOertain one, eo tenuous, 

so delicate, that onl7 the loyalty of the finest minds and 

the truest hearts of a democracy onn keep it from utter 

failure and disaster. A monarc}q, with ~11 its failings, 

sucoeeds,neverthelese, very often in giving rise to a noble 

tradition of public service in a few noble families, where . 

the art ot government ie cultivated, where political sagacity 

and administrative wisdom are cultiv~tei and han!ed down as 

a rioh heritage t~om one generation to another. Democracy 

has Do such traditional excellencies and merits, no such 

noble familles to carry OD the work of government. 

Democracy must csll oontlnuousl7 day by da7 

upon tnc mind and the soul o! the people, and if the 

intelligence of a democracy shuns government, and it the 

people living under a democrac~ are indifferent to the 

democratic government, except as it becomes dramatic and 

apeotaoular, or .except as 1 t touches their st omaohe and 

their purses, then democracy must inevitably fall into the 

hands of the marauders, of the betrayers and the eohemers 

of the land. 

. e have, somehow, blandly assumed that the 

demooratio form of government is the most ~erfoct form in 

the world. It may be, but we certainly have not et 

established that faot. Democracy is certainly not as 

efficient, as competent, as aristocratic forms of government. 

Democrao7 haa certainl7 not yet produced a superior t7Pe ot 

legislator or administrator, or a superior type of ---
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on the contrary, it seems aa it demoorac7 is 

reducing the atendarde of governmont to the low level of 

general med1oor1t7 and inoompetenoe. Democrao7 seems to 

pull down, drag down to the lo est possible level of the 

avera~e and the ordinary and the oom~onplace; it seems to be 

stifling excellence and superior abilit7. 

Bow, I believe that demooraoy oan make tor 

excellence, that excellence and demooraoy are not incom-
~ 

patible. A form of government which can give rise to a 

Lincoln, snd a Rooane1i. and a ilson, and a La1ollette, 

and a Borah, and a ,alah, is not arid ground tor superior 

men. On the contrary. Because demooraoy extends opportun-

it7 to all men; it can malte for more and more superior men . 

It mines much more of the precious ore of human personality. 

It can do that. but not of itself--not automatically. 

Demoorao7, after all, is only an idea. a method. It is not 

a living thing, that cannot itself give birth to superior 

men. It is we, the people, living within this democratic 

system that oan personify the idea and employ that method, 

and if we fail, democrao7 remains an irrelevant abstraotion, 

dea4--sign1fy1ng nothing. 

rbat made possible, I ask, the presence of 

a r. Denby as head of our department of nav7--a man who 

knows lees of navies than I know of Jupiter--what made his 

presence possible in one of the supreme and moat important 

departments of go~ermtent? at makes the presence of a 

an attorney, an ordinar7 attorne7--a very 
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ordinar7 attorney, a man who, up to the time ot the election 

of the president, as utterly unknown outside of hie own 

immediate constituency; a man who is distinguished neither 

for his knowledge of la nor for the practice of law; a man 

whose only cluim to the office seems to be hie eagerness 

to got it and his tenacity in holding onto it? Nhat makes 

possible the preeeooe of a man of the type of !r. D&vieY - a 

glad-hand man, a hail fello man, a Bull Mooser, a man who 

among all tho economists of the United States, among all our 

univ ersities, could find no one to act as hie expert on 

questions of immigration, so that he was compelled to employ 

the services of a mueioal comedy artiet--Lillian Russell! 

It is not ludicrous; it is tragic. at 

makes pos"ible the presence ot r. Forbesf-an adventurer, 

a deserter from the army, a man of shady reputation nd of 

no C: p~city at all, to become the hoad of a Veterne' Bureau, 

which in one year wss c lled upon to expend out of public 

funds four hundred millions of dollars. 7,'ha t makes possible 

the presence of men at the head ot our government, entrusted 

with supreme power and confideaoee? - men nho resign and then 

at once sell their prestige and their influence--not their 

legal acumen--their pr~stige and their influence tor 

fabulous tees to o.11 interests and to steel corporatione. ■ot 

demoorao7. but tho neople who live under demooracy--you and 

me-- e, the millions of t18 who ~vote mediooritl!ts into office 

because they happen to come under our emblems. All of us 

ho refuse to hold office, ho refuse to train ouraelTes for 
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the supreme pr1v1loge of holding office, who rermit this 

tremendous national enterprise which touches the lives of 

everyone of us at some point or other, to be left in the 

hands of unscrupulous schemers and politioal profiteers. 

Remember that government is a collective 

expression and a collective enterprise, and that o ern, ent 

oan never rise above the level of a people's political 

interest and intelligence. Government on never rise above 

the moral domains of the people who aro being governed. 

Of course we must olean house in· aehington. 

Of course •ver)One who, directly or indireotl7, has been 

mixed up in this nefarious affair must go, and it is not at 

all necessary that a man be found guilty of a criminal act, 

as Denby end Daugherty seem to think, before his usefulness 

as a government ·offioial termin tee. Inattention to duty, 

which is not criminal, laxity in the prosecution of wrong

doing, even blunders which cause a man to lose the confidence 

of the people, are sufficient to disqualify a man for office. 

h7, in the old world whole cabinets are voted out of office 

as soon as they lose the confidence of the people. 

I say. of course we must clean house. ~e 

must tr7 to make the cabinet more responsible to Congress 

~nd less reeponeible to the President. But after that is 

done. what then? Will that make the repetition of such 

humiliating things less likel7' 

character of our government? 

would that ohange the 

BJ no means. Unless the 

_________ -...'ailllons ot mall an4 women iuoughout this ~ •• ;.a;-
D• v ., republio 
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resolve henceforth to educate themselves politicslly. to 

oeaee being political illiterates and po~itioal morons; 

unless we resolve to watch government and to participate in 

government; unless we resolve to scrutinize the credentials 

of any candidate for office. to discover hie mental and 

moral qualifications for the office he aspires to; unless 

we resolve that prosy. unromantic, dull and monotonous 

business of government day by day and continuously, our 

democrac7 will be attacked by these alert groups, these 

sinister influences from time tc time. 

I wonder whether the women of America cannot 

assune leadership in this political renaissance of merican 

life. They are far ahead of the men already in cultural 

attainments. any of them have moral ties, many of them 

are more sensitized to moral qualities. It would be a pity 

if American womanhood, recently enfranchised. would just add 

so m DJ more millions to the ballot throwers. and just swell 

the ranks of the two old decadent parties. Let them assume 

the burden of sensitizing public opinion on questions of 

government; let them aseume the task of eduoating the minds of 

men to think in terms of government; let them organize 

classes and oou~ees in real citizenehip;·let them undertake 

the work of scrutinizing ever7omtidete tor office and every 

piece of legislation proposed; lat them demand a voioe in 

the political machine where our real government la 

determined and controlled. Whea we oome to vote for the 

preaidenl it is too late. • have the ohoice between two 
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men, and most often we like neither ot them. But real 

government is controlled aw y down in the political club 

and in the primar7 and in the state convention, and is where 

you men and women must enter and clean house--not cast out 

a blue devil and bring in a green devil. 

old gener&tion and put in yourselves! 

Clean out the 

American national life ie not corrup~. 

here le a tine moral and spiritual hardihood in the Ameri-

oan people. Thie is not a decadent rQoe, but it is a people ! 

afflicted with indifterenoe, and therefore victimized; it is 

a good-natured people, and thoretore easily manipulated. 

The time has come tor the asservation of the moral spirit of 

the American people; the time has come for us to look to 

government and to apply the same discipline to government as 

we apply to our own business. Jfficieno7, ability, moral 

integrity, expert knowledge--these are the things that we 

must begin to seek and pursue, to reach out and get for 

our government. 

This dissster in Washington may yet prove 

very helpful to the merican people, if they interpret the 

facts aright and profit from the lesson; it they do not 

permit themselves just a period of moral indignation. an 

emotional displeasure, and .nothing else . It ie a challenge 

to real aitizen~hip, and may we answer this challenge . 
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IS OUR UATIO 1AL LI~ CORRT.l_Pr 1 

iliated and heartaick not o 111Uch 't. wh t _ p ened 1n 

aahington, the vast betray l of pablic trv. t, but Q the aystem of 

government and the political intelligence of the Amerio n people which mwce 

such conditions oasible; for this oil sca.ni 1, which seems to have beep ttered 

with w• icion net one or two individuals but whole de art enta, numeroua 

of ficia.ls nd prominent civilian , ..n to have laid bar~ whole 1yst reying 

upon deir.cc tic • ov rmnent t its Vl'!r'f source an fount inhe d-- ! sar, thi• 

oil acand l is not the first in our national historJ, .or, I fear, the last. 

One need not catalogue the 11--they are all too numerous; but one 

need but recall the mor-1 lapses in 0 overmnent during the last few year to be 

staggered not by the incidents but by ~ condition .. ,lt.ich ni kes the e incident• 

pos iole,-- the Ballinger c~ndal durin~ the T ft administration, the various 

tartff scandals, the aucceeaive and auccea f~l ropri ti~ns of public land• 

by railw-.y inter<,ate, the . la kan coal field g b, the war profiteering, the 

Vet ran Bureau scandals,-- all ithin the last few yeara, and all the work not 

of insignificant political figure, or of , but of important men 

reprnenting the highest type of lo io 

~ ..... ~We .. re too buay makinglney to think}/ government. The only time we 

do think of governm~nt ia when we have hard times, ( u.t.-~ 4ef" lilel'ie v.uMwn 

and when our t 0 xe are too irkaome and exce ive; at all other timea we are 

content to let gov rm .ent alone, e re ent government ir.t~rf r~mce 1n our 

f r, n owe ar content not to interfere 1th ~~9 affair, of the gov-

•rment. e vote, if we vote at all, by parties, eldo~ stop in to reflect 

t::.r.t neither of the political art 1e • no has the 111gb te t rea.liOn for exi tence. 

So that the hi .. privilege and the grave re,p0n1ibllity of ruling thi• greatest 

r~PQblic on ~arth, or 0 uarding ani guiding the live, of a hundred and ten million• 

of people, are left in the hand• of the profeasion 1 politiciana, the men who are 
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in the work not for ublic service but !or rivate u~in-men o t often 

me iocritiea, ordin r,_, ! ~r c~3 lo have not uoceede vei;t well 1 .. t ir 

own chosen rof es1ons or voe tiona, and w.e h~ve entered politics for the 

money that 1 in it, or the influ~,nce th t i i it. 

'lhese democratic inat"itution"' under which we live/ \Vere purch ed 

blood and sacrifice, an were handed down to u .i.tl ,~trusted into 

our keeping. The democratic ex eriJnent is such an uncert ~none, so tenuou1, 

o elicate, t t on:y the loyalty of the fine t mind .md the tru 3t he rt1 

of a democracy can lMep it from utter failure ~nd i ~Jt r. Amon rchy, rith 

all it.?l f,., ilin,js, s ..:cceeds, nev ... :-th~leaa, very oft:,n in givin riae to a noble 

tr di t .o~ o ublic ervice in f w nn le families, her~ th~ art of -overn:nent 

i e cult iv ate· , heee cl i_, ical sagacity an "- :r:iini t rati ve \Vi • o are cul tiv t.., 

~d h nde down .s a rich herit-ge from one ene tin to anoth~r. ~ocr cy 

has :1 1uch 'traditional xcell~ncies a.n erit , no uch noble fmnilie to carry 

on the work of ~overnment. 

Democracy mu1:5t call continuously d y ·y d )r u on the mind and thtt 

soul of th9 people, nd if th intellig~nce of ad ocr cy ahuns 0 ov~rnment, 

and if the eo le living under a democr oy ar~ indifferent to the democntio 

government, exce t 1 t beco e drataa.tic and e ectacular, or exce t as it 

touchea their totacha n their ·ur$eJ, th~n democr c mu t inevitably fall 

into the handa of the ma.r.., uder , \J the betr yer and the d1 emer df the land. 

,e have, omeho':V, bl n 1., a umei t. t the democr tic f rm of overn-

ment : the i o t erfect form 1n the rld. It ma.y be, but we certainly have 

not yet est bli1hed th t fact. Democracy i cert inly not a 

cOIDpetent, ari1tccrat10 fon:i l :;ovem "nt. Democracy h a certainly not 

yet produced a wperior ty e of legislator er J. ini tr tor, or a superior ty e 

of judici ry. On the contrary, it se na if democracy is reducing .... at nd-

rd1 of government to the low level of general mediocrity ani incompetence. 
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Democracy e s 

to ~e stiflin~ excell~nce an au r or ability. 

.o, I el eve th rnoc r· cy c n for excellence, th t exc llence 

n~ ,iemocracy are not inco . tible. A fo of gov rnrr1ent which can give ril3e to 

a Lincoln, and a Rossevelt, "nil ."ilaon, is not rid growi for au 4rior t111n. 

Iut d o cracy can o no thin:; o it elf. .D9;uo cracy, ,., f-:er all., i .. on_y i e , 

a metho. It i not . livins thing. It cannot itJslf give birth to su rior 

men. The eo le, livins wit.hi....1 t, i democratic ystem. alone c n ex reaa the 

ideh y employing the method. If ve fail, einocr cy rema.ina 

str-..ot ion, e d--ai;;)ni fying no h1n0 • 

irr l vant ab-




