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11 C CA.PITALI:S,1 ::HJRVIVJ!:?" 

BY 

RABBI ABBA HILL• L IL VER 
AT THE E!.:PLE, SONDAY, 

B. 22d.1931 

I10 factors have set the America:i people tbinking 

in the last few months as tle have seldom tnought before. The 

!irst is the economic depression at home an the seconn is Russi ~. 

::'he startling combination of these two !'actors at this time. 

epression at home and the apparent success of at least part of 

the Russia.."1 experiment has seemingly unnerved some American bus-

inessmen. 

le didn I t talk much about ssia in 1927, 1928 and 

1929. We ere on the high tide of our prosperity then. safe, 

secure, satisfied. , e veren 1 t ver much concerned about what was 

goL g on in the land of the Russian five thousand miles away or 

in the crazy things t s.t they ere • o ing over there. ,1fe ,.. ere certain 

that they were h a ' ed for disaster; just as 'ertain that our republican 

prosperity would continue indefinitely. Our faun tions were solid, 

our economic system s m ing everyood:y rich or rel tive y rich, 

everyt:>o¾ was getting radios, autos and frigid.a.ires t home. ,e ere 

on the threshold of the millenium. 

then suddenly, at least suddenly for the vast 

majority of our people, came like a thunderbolt out of a clear sky, 
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tne unexpected,collapse after collapse, stocks crumbled, values 

depreciated, factories shut down, men were laid off. 

11 It can't be" we saia. to ourselves. "It must 

oe a mistake, perhaps some tempmrary disarra~s ement in the 

machinery. 1111 It will all e alrig· t in sixty days" said the 

President of the United States~' But it wasn't alrig1 in sixty 

days. It wasn't alright in a hundred and sixty ays. It wasn't 

alright in two h~ndred and suety days nor in three hundred and 

sixty days, nor in four hundred and sixty days. In fact it 

got worse. Banks began to rail. Several people found themselves 

out of employrnent, hunting for work to port themselves ann 

their families. ey couldn 1 t eat their radios nd their 

a tomobiles - nor could they pay tor them. 

~he jooless men began to uarade a.~d protest in 

our streets. Riots occurred here and there. Our charities were 

over-taxed to take care of the increasing number of self-respecting 

Americ 1orkin&nen who were driven to the doors of charity as if 

this were a bleeding Belgium during the war or (q~ote ~rench 

) instead of our country which possesses forty percent 

of the gold reserves of the earth and our bins being glutted with 

wheat. Like T starving and dieing oft· irst int e mi st 

of an ocean of water. 

Somet ing had become fright ully wrong. And over 
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there in Russia, where those crazy people had done everything wrong, 

people were at work. There is seemingly no unemployment. They 

didn't have much, to be sure, but they were not driven to relief 

institutions. In a country where nobody has much it is rather easy 

to endure the little that you have. 

And that is why, within the last year or so, whenever 

ousinessmen gather at lunch or at the dinner table, one of the first 

subjects of conversation is Russia. A comparison is made between the 

!'.l.ited ~tates and. Russia, between capitalism and co.rnmunism, between 

dictatorsaip and democracy. Lecturers on Russia are great ly in demand 

and a great crop of experts on Russia have appeared, each one giving 

you the latest bulletin and surest prophecy of what will happen in that 

ti"tanic land of upheaval and innovation. 

Some usinessmen bave actually become panicky. They are 

sure that Bolshevism is coming to the United States accompanied by that 

reign of red terror which followed the first victories of Bolshevism in 

Russia. And I am reminded that something very much similar to that 

took place in this country in the early days of the Bolshevik regime. 

And that spirit of panic gave rise to heresies, witch-hunting and the 

crusade of the notorious Ar. Palmer. 

I recall in those days one of my rich friends who was in 

the ·brokerage business - in those dB3s it was still a business, not a 

morgue - getting quite panicky about the situation and determined to run 

out here to Berea to buy a farm so that wl~n the dictators ip of the 

proletarian was established they ,ould find him a hard-working, God

fearing America!l peasant. 
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I'll tell you how I eel aoout this Bolshevik scare. 

I refuse to be frig tened. I ref se to be scared aoout it. I 

s ppose tat the orst thing that could happen should the Socialist 

regime be estaolished in the United States, is that some o us would 

ave to go to work and that would not be a calamity . And I suppose 

tna.t some of. us would have to forego some of the creature con,forts 

which we now enjoy and that wouldn't be a calamity. It mi ght be 

even better for ourselves and for our children. Life will go on 

just t e same even should our government take over all the mea.~s of 

production a.~d even if we shall have to vote oy ind stry rather tan 

by territorial district.or not vote at all. Life will go on just the 

same. Life has a way of going on. 

Some things will e lost i~ the transformation. Some 

things will be gained. I refuse to have all my social and economic 

thinking stampeded by the threat of a proletarian dictatorship. or 

do I get partic~larly ecstatic or incited over the fact which is 

requ.ently brought to us by the six weeks' experts on Russia, that the 

Soviets have built another dam or another railroad or that their exports 

in 1931 is millions of tons more than in 1927. It does not impress me 

a t all. I always bel ieved that they ~ould do it. There is no reason 

why they should not be a le to do it. Eco o ic production does not 

depend on competition or on private ownership. 'ast economic production 

is absolutel y possiole under state socialism as it is under private 
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ownership. Whetner it is more ·esiraole, that 1 s another question. 

Whether it will in the long run yield the greatest good to the 

g reatest number, materially, culturally, spirit ally, that rem ins 

to be seen. 

But after all, while you do have a century a~d a 

half oft e results of capitalism to base a judgment on, a.~d even 

before that, centuries of small-scale cap italism, you have not ~s 

yet a.~y data of communism or state socialism to base any judgment 

on. Logically or scientifically you can not make a c 0mparison of 

tne premises of an ideal and declare an actuality or a reality. 

So tbat, which will bet e better, that remains to 

be seen. 

But clearly that a people of one hundred and sixty 

million, possessing one sixth of the globe in untold wealth , under 

any conceivable form o~ government or econon ic set- p hich is not 

outrig~tly st pid or medieval - under any conceivable form of 

govennment- could produce mightily, is to me no miracle. So that I 

refuse to beco. e ecstatic over t hese so-called victories and economic 

triumphs. I get much more excited a.~d am mu.ch ore interested over 

other phases of the Russian situation. 

Furtnermore it is ~lear that anyone who t inks that 

America will d plicate in every detail the stor of Russia in the 

last thirteen years of extre~is~, is q ite a ive. ~or today we 

Americans vould have to re-write one h a.red and fifty years of 
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political, social and ec Jnomic history and the America...~ people 

woul . have to re-write again as much of nglish history. 

America would have to become a totally different specie. 

hy just consider, Russia came to the Bolshevik 

revolution of 1917, sixty percent or more illiterate, with a 

poverty-stricken, r.,isera le, s perstitious-laden, practically 

landless (in these se of not having private ownership) peasantry, 

constit ting eighty percent of the population, - a peasantry 

which ,as enslaved and made servants-just a out the time that 

the English people iere breakin the yoke of royalty a.~d Cromwell 

established in England. 

'T'nen . ssia came to t e revolution of 1917 the 

had been serfs from 1 46 - (lc48 . ·as the year of Cromr ell) -

ssian peasantry 

u.~til tneir emancipation in 18 1 whe their legal status was created. 

But even thereafter anu even after the new agrarian laws of 1900 

ere enacted the Russian peasa:itry possessed little or no land of 

its own, lived a miseraole, starved existence and politically under 

the power of tne most tyrranical government of the orld and steeped 

in medieval superstition. 

Russia came io tne Bolshevik revolution of 1917 an 

undeveloped country, two hundred years behind the rest of Western 

Europe. Its cities were without roads, without the elementary 

necessities of civilized living, no sa.~itary provision, few towns 

with electricity, few towns with waterworks; much of Russia still 

in Asiatic medievalism. 

Russia came to 1917 i.dustrially backward and ith 
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an industrial popal~tion exploited, underpaid, underfed, living 

uJ1der t ' e most wretched a"'l.d working under the most :retched 

conditions; having no right to organize a.'ld to seek amelioration 

of their cona.itions thro h political or legislative channels. 

Russia came to 1917 with no substa'ltial mi dle class, 

v hic a is the backoone of civilization. Russia c e to 1917 '1a.vi:ig 

suffered a thousand years o political espotism a.i having enjoyed 

only six months of dez:iocracy, the six months between .,arch a.'ld 

October , hen the Kore. sky government ruled in Russia. That was all 

the democracy that Russia lmew in a thousa.'ld years, broken there 

for a prief period of time with some pretense of constitutional 

government hen the Dumas were estaolisl1ed. Before then stretched 

the dark cent ries of tne most eadful espotic, cruel government 

lmown to kind. 

So that the Russian people came to the rink of the 

revolution of 1917 without any experience of Denocratic ?Over. ent, 

with no experience of self-gover:nr.ient, with no record of uro~ress 

on through legislation, with no knowledge of ho µregress can be 

von except through force, with an intelligentsia d upper class 

made up largely of book men and doctrinaires who ere never given an 

opportunity to test their theories b practice and tnerefore men of 

extreme, as all tL1eorists must be. Thi:ik of the extre. ism in the 

intellectual life of Russia. tone ed. lstoi, the extreme paci ist 

and Le~in at the other end, a'l extreme force a~d advocate of revolution, 

iron discipline. _hat's the Russian mind, oecause it had lacked a.~ 



opportunity to express itself, to experiment i~ the arena of 

nractical government, practical life. naturally it went along 

the line of intellectual extremism . .And it is quite consistent 

with the Russian temperament tbat it will fly from the most 

profound religious mysticism, almost of religious superstition, 

to the other extreme of irreligious and atheism. It is a land of 

extreme. 

Russia came to 1917 a bloody, beaten, demoralized, 

be tra.yed country, in the worst military debacle known in history. 

Russia was destroyed long before Bolshevism came into power. What 

course was open to the Russian people after this debacle but 

revolution followed ·oy some fort of dictatorship, black white or red? 

Russia chose the red and all the pent up hatred of the centuries 

v ented itself in those years following the revolution. 

Now, contrast that with the history of' the American 

people. The utter absurdity of America duplicating the experience 

of Russia becomes apparent . A people trained by a hundred and fifty 

years of self government; a people enjoying for centuries free, self

dependent, self-reliant, individualism; establishing a rich and new 

civilization across an entire continent, grounded in self-government; 

a people who had every opportunity and has every opportunity to express 

itself politically, socially and economically; a people that bas a 

substantial middle class; a people that has a laboring class which has 

the right to organize, to express itself politically and to seek 
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improvement of its working con .~ itions and living conditions, t brough 

legitimate and arbitrary challenge; a labor class which in normal 

times, a1d not all times are normal, has enjoyed a standard of 

living undoubtedly higher than that enjoyed by the laboring classes 

of any country in any time in bmman history; a country that is dotted 

with schools, high schools, uni versi t iest technical colleges; a 

country which has in all of its communities well organized philant hropic 

institutions to care for those who f all by the wayside. 

When you contrast this picture of a free prosperous, 

except in these periods of economic depression to wh ic h I will refer in 

a moment, contrast this people with the Russian people on the threshold 

of r evolution in 1917 and a moral can be drawn which can clearly show 

the absurdity of .America duplicating t he experience of Russia. Even 

in defeated Germany, in efeated Austria and Hungary, Bolshevism could 

not establish itself. 

Certainly our economic system wi l l be changed. It is 

changing now. The h i ghly concentrated, teclmologically, speeded-up, 

mass-producing, industrial capitalism of 1931 is t horoughly (, i f ferent 

from the capitalism of 1910 or 1920. In a sense it is a totally new 

thing and it is creating new and serious problems, not the least of 

wbich are these problems: 

?irst that the concentration of wealth in highly central

ized industries gives the men who control these industries directly or 

indirectly tremendous power over the political life of our people. That 

power may be exercised wisely or u_~wisely. But it is dangerous to permit 



-10-

so mu.ch of" power uncontrolled to be in the hands of so few people. 

The new setup is red~cing the middle class and I don't know but 

what that, more than Bolshevism,is the most serious menace to the 

present setup of our economic system. ; or when a country is left 

without a ci~dle class and has only two classes, a working class, 

the ~age earner, and a centered capitalist class, a measure of 

s tate socialism is inevitable. 

Not the least of the problems confronting us to~ 

as a result of the 1930 or twentieth century type of capitalian, is 

the lac~ of coordination between production and consumption. Seemi~ ly 1 t e law of supply and demand is no longer operative in every insta..,ce. 

For the vast industrial ~om i~es do not ait upon demand but over produce 

for a constituency which is not implemented to consume that which is 

being produced in a period of ten years. ithin the last thirty years 

production in this country increased t1irty-three percent ~~d the payroll 

in this country increased three percent. 

Not the le.a.st of the problems is that of tech._~ological 

unemployment which is throwin~ large numbers of people out of ork,-new 

machinery dispensing with manual labor. 

It mey be assumed that ultimately the laborer absorbed 

in some new industry. But there is a serious lag between that period 

when he is taken on again and the period when he is laid off. 

Not the least of the problems is that of the terrific 

economic insecurity and uncertainty which has come into the lives of 
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the erica~ worki:igman. If he is '.llle~ployed, he has no recourse 

except to eat up that little saving of his which he has accumulated in 

the hope of i:nproving his living conditions a bit or of sending his 

boy or girl to college, or of eating up the little reserve, or of 

coming to the charities when he crosses the danger li~e of forty or 

forty-five years of age a~d loses his job. It is almost impossible 

1·or him to secure another job in this hi ghly speeded up industrial 

civilization in whicn we live. 

And not the least of the problems confront1ng modern 

capital is the problen1 of war. 

The last war was a capitalist ar. It was brought 

about by capitalist greed. If there i gain to be another war, it ill 

also be a capitalist war and capitalism will g its grave in the next war. 

And these are evils. ');hese are grave a'l"ld serious problems. 

d the eco~omic liberals maintain th t these problems may a~d c~~ be 

solved a~d in the frar.ie ork of democratic government, and too, within a 

capitalist system. A correction ca.~ be found without resorting to class 

strug~le or dictatorship. 

:he economic li eral maintains that a measure of social 

control will have to be resorted to in this co-Jntry and in other countries; 

that the huge combines which are ta.king place and which seem to be 

inevitable, will necessitate a greater measure of public control and 

there might ensue a curtailment of economic rights for the sake of a 
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real democy-acy. And that would not be a calamity. 

The economic liberal maintaias that there mu.st come 

about some central pla~ning of economic production and some of our 

laws having become antiquated and no longer servicable, mu.st be 

pushed a.side. Comparative production must not come to the point 

where it corrupts the group and throws millions out of employment. 

The 1economic liberal maintJi¥£at there can and should be a great 

equasion established between that which is produced and the capacity 

of the masses to consume that production. 

In other words, when you talk of over production in 

the United States you are really talking of something which does not 

exist. You can talk of over production only after every man. woman 

and child in the United States is properly fed, clothed and housed. 

':!:hen if you have a surplus you are over produced. But nothing of 

the kind has happened. The masses of the people have not the where

withal to buy that which is produced. 

As a result of our technologic progress, as a result 

of the efficiency of the machine, there will be the necessity of 

curtailing the hours of labor, the deys of labor .. The machine will 

not require so much of hum n labor. e can dispense with much of it. 

But if curtailment of hours of labor will not be accompanied by 

curtailment in the wage scale and if men a..1 women will learn to use 

those hours creatively a great boon will come to them. 

It is clearly indicated in this setup that if 

periodically men are to be thrown out of employment, then surely some 

intelligent,well-planned, dignified provisio~ will have to be made 

\ 
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for them during their u.ne1~ployment otner than that of the dole system, 

bread lines and soup kitchens. These are not well-planned, and American 

wa:~of solving the problems. A~d so far on the horison of our political 

t hinking, no pla.~ has been presented that holds a greater promise 

than Unemployment Insura..--ice. A..~d hat amazes me is t11at t , e American 

businessmen ought to be the first to see the wisdom of such a plan 

which compells the employee and the employer to set aside during 

prosperous times, a reserve for labor so that when a deprassion comes 

men ., ill have some capital to use, some money to use, but the -~ eric3,.~ 

businessmen are the first, perhaps out of inertia, ut they are the 

first to resist it. Just as they resisted int e past nearly every new 

measure, which since has resounded to t heir own economic benefit. 

If capitalism will make these necessary adjustments as 

time goes on, t 11en it seems likely that we wi 11 h~ve an improve ent of 

conditions in this country, .:arxian dialectics notwithstanding. 

It is not written in the stars that communism must as 

a matter of course, succeed capitalism. The liarxian dialectics are 

at peace with the whole of nineteenth century scientific materialism 

an determinism which have no basis in reality. Russia should have been 

the last country in the orld to be communized. ~or of all the European 

countries it was the least industrializeu. But the .. arxian logic could 

not see the accide~ts in history, a war, a debacle, politic 1 i ~punity 

o! the Russian people, lack of leao.ers! ip in political crises, open 

oors hich economists ·io. not open. If tne capitalists of the U~ited 

States would be a ert to what is going on int e uorld it ca~ co~tinue, 

if not it will veto give wey. 



~here will be no calamity, when it does P-ive way. 

Life will go on ju.st the same. '!'hey talk aoout the Russian people 

having made a religion of Bolshevism. I wish the American people 

would U1troduce a little religion into capitalism. It needs it. 

A little of the social passion, a little of the forward-looking 

ethical prospective on lie, if for no other reason than selfish 

self interest. 

Ly guess is that the American people wi 11 choose 

t · e wa of regulating capitalism rat:1er than of destroying it, the 

way of bettering the conditions of t1 e \ orking classes a.."ld of 

the farmer ratner thnn t t of driving the to measures of despair. 

The American people ill seek the way of improving our democratic 

institutions rather than of destroying them for the millenial 

'ic tatorship. 

,-::- ess is that the erican people will prefer 

political fr eedom, freedo r.1 of thought, freedor.i of conscience even 

at the cost of a certa:n degree of economic inequality. 

The _.·reatest friends of der:10cracy and what we call 

capitalist economics are the lioera.ls and the 3olsheviks know that 

and that's wh they persecute them. 

~he most relentless of all people are the middle 

class. .First, they are the men ho face facts, who face facts, who 

hen they live in 1931 are not using sloga.."1s and mottoes of 1900 

~nd who try to remove one by one the obstacles in the wa:y of human 



prosress, to keep the v aters run.:.ing free ratner tha"l by some 

injustice da: ing up the stream of h n life and caus ·!lg ltimat ely 

the bre of the dam, flood, and desolation. 

-he real foes of capitalism r e the sta.!lc-patters 

a:id reacti naries who do not see the ha~dwriti!lg on the ·al l a1d who 

refuse to open a bit wider, the doors of opportunit to the great 

masses of t . e country. 

r111 capitalism survive? To my F. i!ln t he answer to the 

question depends e~tirely upon capitalism a.~d t t e leaders of modern 

c apitalism. 
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Capl tal lan will IUl'Y1 ve 1t 1 t will maka the mceaur, 

~--'• to abange con41t1oaa. The higbq oentr&llse4. teabnologloalll', 

1peeu~1 maaa-pro4ua~. lnduatrlal oap1tal1am ot our d.3¥ la a to\all.7 

different thing from the cap1tallam of a genera,lon aco. It baa crea,ec1 
. 

new and aerlou problem■, no\ the lea,, ot which • \be tnmadoua power 

oTer the po~ltlcal lite ot a people whloh lnevtt&bJ., follow• Imp ooua,,.._ 

mlddl• claa1 whloh baa oeen the bac~bon• of our count17, \ha lack ot cc,.. 

ordination between produc,1on and co~tion, tealmological unemp10111en, 

alternate]¥ attnoting and repelllnc workingman and the abaence of economic 

••curit, and protection in their 11•••• 1'be lno1t ent ot war b7 economic 

imperlali111 1• at111 another probl• whioh modern capltali• will baTe to 

•oln. 

• If it oan not, or doe1 not wl1h to aolve ihe•• proll•• 1, 

will be 9llpene4e4 bJ aoclal1•. And there 1• no p&n1cular cal•lt7 iDYol-..4 
I 

in \ha,. Soll \bl • wlll 'be gained un er a nn economic aa\.--vp aa4 IOM 

thing■ will 1-8 101,. Lite will go on Jut ,m aame. The wore\ \ha\ can 

bappc 11 tha, aome of ua will have to go to work or torep ••• of nr 

cnahre oOllfor.ia. !hi.a mR ut be. bad u all either tor aa.rNlna or t• 

our child.ND. 

I ntu.a• to • ,,.,.4". bowner, bl rq aocial or eooM111lo 

,b1nldnc v tu thnal ot a pnleurtan 410,a\aru.tp. I retue '6 - •na• 
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••ff'I tllil a man Tolcea a • ra41oal opin101l or ad'Yanc•• a 1118UU'e ot 

prOlft••lw 1.-,cialaticm. Alao I retuae to go lnk> 1 ec•t&:81' evfft tl• 

• a •h-•eek'fJ experi on lblaaia tell• • tba\ the SoTiela hoe 'built ano\her 

• clam or another railroad. or tha, ,ut.r •~orta in 1930 are abo•• Ibo•• ot 

\929. I &lwa_p knew ,hal \bey could 4o Ju\ tha\ it 01117 giTen time an4 
• 

• & chmu:1, for economic proa,1on do•• not nece1aarll7 4tPm4 upon priTa,1 
' 

compe,1,1Te nt,rpriaea or up9Jl priT&,1 omerahlp. Large aoal.e eoonoalo 

prod.uo\lon 1• poa1iile Ullder Sta•• aociall• a1 well aa adar pr1Tata owner

ahlp. lbich 1• more dnirabl• - th&\ ia another queatlcm. lh1oh a,1Mm •111 

in the long ra 11•14 the grea,e,, good to the gna\ea\ numiff, remama to 

- be Hn. :SU.t th.a\ a people ot one l:uadN4 ad au,, allliou, po•••••~ 
globe and • 

one •lnh of the .. •• • u\o14 po,en,1a1 ••al~ o.cnil.4 prodaoe ldp,\111, 

giftll a., fOJ'II of &9ft ecao o M • h 1a no, ou•rlchtlJ 

•1914 ad. Mtina1, 1• '6 m no mlnola and I ntui lo .. , uollel uea, 1,. 

Otbq th~ m Iba Bu.aala uperimea\ 1n,erea, me ta mon. 

It 11 ao,, howner, wr1t,u in the a\an \hal OGID·rwa1• mu, 
I 

aa a 11&\\o of. cour••• npeneu caplt&lllll. n. economl• 41aleo,toa ot Marz 

are a, P••• •1th the whole of nlnetee,h cennr, aolat1f1.c material.1• an4 

4elnm1Dl• which haft no 'buia in N&llt7. • 

1, la rg pea tha, America will choo•• tm ft3 of replatlna 
r 

oapltali• ra\harc than of dNlro71Dg 1,, ot helping th• worJdnpm, a4 ,u 
farmer to a greder JDWUN of aoolal good■, rather ,han of 4rinnc la \o 

••uue• ot uapat.r, ot 1mpro-f1Dc ow umoOl'&,to w,1w,1ou, ther \hu 

ot ua,rotbc ,~ an4 reeonl,M '° clue 41o\&H~ na tor ,hi ._. d 

I~• ccae, of pre~ perlOJlal tneda and llber,, of ~• na at 

the ooa, of a •&an ot eocmomlc ~117. 
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