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1 ll' I WDI .l DI OT.lmR" 

BY 

RABBI ABBA HILLEL SILVD 

AT THE 'mJPLB, 

b1DtD.A.Y, APRIL 10th, 1932. 

If I were offered the role of dictator of the 

United Stat•• I would d8cline the honor with tbanks. I think 

it waa William .lllen White who aaid, 1 the more power a man ha.a 

the greater :fool he is." And no man ought to try to be a 

greater fool than he alrea~ is. No man is wise enou«h or 

good enough to be entrusted with absolute power. 

I do not relish, never did, dictatorship. I am 

a liberal to auch an extent that I believe that to be well 

governed is not aa important aa to be self governed and that 

benefit• bestowed upon people are not half a• desirable a.a 

benefit• achieved by the people tbemaelvee. I believe in the 

collective wiedom of peoples and in the slow, even if at time• 

blundering, progreaa of these people along the bard road of 

trial and error rather than in a qu.1ck millennium achieved bJ 

aome autocratic ukue or fiat. 



l 

-2-

In the long run dictators whether of claaa or 

individual do more harm than good. In an emergency tbey first 

appear, these dictators, to be like saviors and do achieve a 

certain measure of dispatch and expedi tiouaneaa in public 

affairs. But in the long run they bring about their own down

fall and carry their aubJecta &long with tbem into disaster. 

Dictators, of course, are not the invention of 

the twentieth century. Stalin and Lenin are no new phenomenon 

in the history of the world. For countless centuries there have 

been dictator•. good, bad and indifferent. Finally it waa 

decided to scrap them all and substitute for them popular repre

sentative government. Bu.t the sad state in which our world finda 

itaelf today, wban popular representative governments are confronted 

with disorganization and terrific, unprecedented problems, ma.de 

foom for dictatorship. Representative goverm:ient was not prepared 

in sor.ie countries to handle these problems and it yielded and gave 

WB.¥ to dictatorship. lnlt dictators never last. 

I would not be a dictator at this time of all timea 

because if I had all the delegated power tha. t was necessary to 

correct all the evils of our time, frankly, I would not know how 

to go about it. The situation ia far from being a aimple one and 

I 
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the difficulties- are so ensnarled and so entangled. so world,.. 

wide, that no single individual, no single nostrum could 

set all things right at this time. 

The World War disorganized the life of all peoples. 

That's a truism and yet a truiam which baa not sunk into the 

mind.a of all people, into their economic thinking. 

The World War let loose upon mankind vast forces 

of conflict and disruption. And these forces are destined to 

remake and are now remaldng the world. :And the operations of 

these forces are aa inevitable as they are ruthless. 

The World War destroyed the accumulated weal th 

of centuriea, of nations. It drove some nations into banla'\lptcy. 

It glutted other nations with a false, forced, abort-lived 

prosperity. It created artificial marketa, artificial dananda 

for COI:1Inodities, artificial pricea and the artificial speeding 

up of production and economic upanaion. The World War pl~ed 

havoc with the entire credit system of the world, created 

staggering national debta, increased public tpation to an 

unknown degree, crisa-croaaed the Whole map of the world with 

trade barrier■ and tariff walls, increased armament• every,rbere 

I 
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and created everywhere in the world restlessness, hate and 

su.spic ion. 

Now these evils were not created in a dq and 

can not be cured in a ~. Europe has been suffering them now 

almost two decades, since 1914. In the United States we have 

just begun to feel the real, aharp, bitter impact of the orld 

War. 

We came out of the World War the least scathed 

of the nations. Du.ring the major part of the war we were neutral 

and we made huge profits as a result of it. In the few ;years 

following the wu ·we enjoyed an artificial prosperity. We sailed 

blissfully along on a high tide of economic pr011perity, driven 
a\ona 

by favorable winds, not au.specting that the Q•IM which overtook 

the nations of Eu.rope would soon overtake us too. 

!he world tod.a.Y is too closely knit economically 

I 

for any nation to continue indefinitely in a state of monopolistic 

prosperity while other nations are driven down to economic bankruptcy 

and insolvency. 

Thia ia not to aay that all of our present problems 



\ 

are due to the War or the international situation. Many o~ our 

problems are due to our own national economy. 13ut I call 

attention to this fact to indicate that the problem is far 

from simple and no single act of economic wizardry and no single 

dictatorial genius can set all things aright. 

Bu.t if the role of dictator were forced upon me. 

If I had the power to bring things to pa••• I know sane things 

that I would do, confident that the doi~ of them would con

tribute in a mea8\1N to the ultimate good. 

I shall not speak this morning of what thie ultimate 

good is. I shall not give you the counsel of perfection, the 

ideal economic state of the future. I have such an ideal• aa 

every man baa. I have an ideal of the social republic of tomorrow 

and in Dl8ll1' ways this ideal of mine dif:f ere very 11 ttle from the 

social ideal of the aocialieta even of Marx and Le!lin. »ut I 

want to speak this morning not of •hat is ultimately desirable, 

but of •hat la presently feasible. 

I know the slow gradation by which this ideal 

state which I have in mind can come about among a people BUCh a• 

I 
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oura. Anyone who feel• that the .berican people will over 

night read.Just its life after some new theory ia simply 

ignoring completely the genius, the tradition. the centuriea 

of ezperience of the American people. 

I am of the opinion that economic readJuatment 

in the United Stat•• will come by the slow w,q of economic 

liberalian rather than by the way of radical change or social 

upheaval, even if that upheaval. is a blood.leas upheaval. 

The .American method of progeas in the field of 

economics will be a fluible method, not a dogmatic or 

doctrinaire method. The .American people will not be bound by 

history or theory. It will be guided by the exigencies of the 

hour and by the practical compulsions of definite, given, 

si tuationa. 

And I think, by the w93, that that is also the 

scientific method. Jolm Dewey said that "acience is fatal to 

all social ayatem-making and programs of fixed ends." Science 

concerns itself with the concrete definite problem related to 

actualities of' the hour, of the present. 'rherefore I think 

I 
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• that the .American economic readjustment will. take on the 

character of piece-meal experimentation. 

That does not mean drifting. That does not 

mean aimless drifting, letting things take their course in 

the hope that some good break will be Touchaafed unto us. 

Quite the contrary. It means that the American people goaded 

on by the severe depresaion of the present will be forced to 

anal.7ze its entire economic life and apply its free and creative 

intelligence to the solution of the given economic problem • 

.America, my friends, 1s not Ruaeia. Thia ia not 

in cri ticiam of Bu.saia or in praise of America. I am concerned 

with realities. And even it I were to be a dictator I would 

have to take cognizance of realities. 

Russia came to the Bolshevik revolution in 191t a 

beaten, betr~ed and demoralized people. Russia came to the 

:Bolabevik revolution with a trad.1 tion of a thouaand years of 

d.eapotiam and only ala montha of democratic government. Ru.saia 

came to the :Bolshevik revolution with no record of progress 

achieved through legislation, through initiative of the people 

I 
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themael vea. That• s a profound thing to keep in mind. The 

only type of movement of progress tbat they knew was progress 

by force. Russia came to the Bolshevik revolution almost 
. 

eighty percent illiterate, two hundred years behind the rest 

of Western Europe, industrially backward, its standards of 

living, primitive in the extreme, with a working population not 

only exploited but denied the right to express itself through 

suffrage. 

'?he .American people on the other hand, is facing 

its crisis today with centuries of tradition, of self-government, 

of progress achieved through popular initiative and legislation. 

with a record of proud achievement of building a continent in 

I 

a short period of time and establishing a new civilization through 

its own competence and intelligence, through its own self-reliance, 

a people which in normal times possessed a large, and b7 and large, 

satisfied middle class which Russia did not posaeaa and a laboring 

class which while it never received what ideally, from a socialist 

point of view it should have received, nevertheless enJoyed a 

standard of 11 ving higher than that enJoyed by any other 1n the 

world. :A. dictator will have to take cognizance of these tacts. 

And be would be inclined, I believe, having reconnoited a bit, to 
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be content with taking the next atep, rather than of attempting 

with one leap to reach the millennium. 
-

Were I a dictator, I would begin at once, first 

and foremost, with the problem of relief'. I would face the 

realities of the present hour. There are millions of unemployed. 

millions of them al.re~ driven to our eleemosynary institutions; 

millions more slowly being pauperized. their ranaining reserves 

of savings and credit being steadily but surely consumed. 

Were I a dictator, I would bring all the resources 

of the Federal Goverment to the problem of establishing adequate 

relief for these unemplo7ed in the United Statea, to supplement 

private and state relief. I would not permit the slow impoverish-
, 

::ient ot one-third or one-half of our population. I would not wait 

until a man had been compelled to spend his last penny before I 

would extend to him relief'. I would not permit my country to take 

on the terrific liability of broken down morale, weakened health, 

under-nourished childhood. 

'!hat would be my first job, - adequate relief in 

keeping with a decent standard of eubaiatence. 
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And I would proceed at once to initiate a 

vast Federal Construction Program. I spoke of that last 

week. I will speak of that again and again. 

I would extend great credits to municipalities 

and counties to stimulate them to initiate building projects, 

to put men to work. 'l'hinks mu.at begin at the bottom,~ 

friends, for an economic reconstruction and not at the top. 

Advancing money to railroads and banks will not 

do the trick. Bailroada can not meet their obligations becauae 

there is not sufficient freight or passenger traffic. Loaning 

them money to pay ott debts will not increase thia traffic. 

What earthly good is tbere in advancing millions of dollars to 

the Missouri Pacific Bailroad when that Bailroad does not use 

this money to put men to work, but to pay off debts to J.P. 

organ and Company for loans previously contracted? 

The Federal Government should extend aid to 

municipalities who will undertake to wipe out their alums 

and tenement houaea and build up homes tor ita working people. 

Pu.t men to workl That would send a current of vivification 

throughout the land. 

I 
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If I were a dictator in the present time I 

would reduce the hours of labor of all .American workingmen in order 

to absorb and give work to the idle workers. I would apportion 

all the work there is available among all the •n and women 

who need work. That's only fair. The reduction of hours, however, 

will not be merely an emergency measure It is clearly written 

in our new technological civilization that if the machine is 

not hopelessly to displace men and consign them to live in 

idleness, the hours of work of the individual workingman will 

have to be reduced. And it helps the situation not at all to 

hope that soce new invention will be discovered which will 

absorb the surplus labor. At best tha.t 1 a only a wiah, not a 

prospect. There are no large-scale new industries, which 

promise to absorb the millions which have been displaced by 

our new machines, in sight to Justify such optimism. Hours of 

labor in the future, I believe, will be flexible and will be 

determined by the cond.1 tions of the labor market at any given 

time. 

Were I a dictator I would at once inaugurate a 

system of unemployment insurance. Of this too, I have spoken 
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in the past and shall speak again and again. 

It might interest you to know that the Ohio 

Bill for Unemployment Insurance which was presented in the 

Ohio State legislature at its last session, was drafted 

right here in the Temple by a group of leading economiata, 

students and social workers who met here regularly over a 

period of a year and studied unemployment insurance. 

I would demand all employers and employees to 

make provisions for the economic hazard of unemployment. I 

would drive the specter of the fear of losing his job from 

tbe home of the American toiler. I would also protect him 

against the economic disabilities of old age and sickness. 

I would introduce a sense of security into life which todq 

is so tragically missing. 

Were I a dictator I would at once proceed to 

abolish all tariff walls and I would call upon all other 

nations to join with me in removing these artificial obataclea 

in the w,q of the free flow of goods and colDl!lodi tie a and the 

business of the world. If the tariff ever protected .American 

business and the workiDgman it ia not doing it today. J'Or if 

the tariff could do that, then O\ll'B would be the moat protected 

business and the most protected working class in the world, 

I 
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beoanae we have preposterously the most extreme tariff walls. 

Were I a dictator I would at once proceed with 

the dismantling of the whole war machine which today consumes 

75'1 ot our Federal income and I would set the pace and example 

for the rest of the world to do likewise. I would send all 

the soldiers and sailors back as civilians into the productive 

life of our countey. The argument that we need a. large &1"lcy' 

and navy to protect our national wealth against foreign aggreaaion 

is becoming more and more rediculoua because it things go on aa 

they are we won't have mu.ch national wealth to protect. And 

France ha• shown ua how nttional wealth and great gold reserves in 

a country can be raided by other means than by sending in an 

invading &.rm¥. 

Were I a dictator, I would cancel the war debts 

of all nations, provided they would agree to the scrapping of 

their military war machines. 

Were I a dictator I would also scrap halt of our 

own governmental machinery and send home half of the bureaucrat• 

who are battening todq upon the bar&-earned income of the Jmerican 

tax payera. Too many to~ are living off our govermnent. There 

are too many uaelea• or partially uaeful government enterprizea. 

I would force oft the government payroll every war pensioner who 

is not disabled by old age or aickneas. There would be no bonuaea 

to the .American Legion either now or at any future time. 

• 
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Were I a dictator at thia mcment I would 

abolish prohibition. It bas been tried and found wanting. 

There is mu.ch to be said in favor of prohibition. Tbe fatal 

weakness of prohibition is of course, the fact that it is un

enforceable, and not being enforceable, it has given rise to 

a subsidized empire of crime which baa cast its horible shadow 

over every home in jmer1ca.. We shall have to return to a system 

of governmentally controlled sale of intoxicants, and what is more 

important the training of people in the way of sobriety and 

temperance and self-restraint. I would abolish prohibition aa 

the lesser of two evila. 

Were I a dictator I would pack up the whole gang 

of gamblers and financial racketeers in Wall Street, the bear 

raiders and the margin specu.latora and I would give them a long 

vacation in Leavenworth or Atlanta. And in extreme cases I . 
would resort to the lamp-posta of New York and use them aa 

. 

the lamp-posts were used in Paris during the French Revolution. 

They are scavengers. They are marauder a. They are f 11 thl swine, 

theae men who bring nothing to the economic lite of Jmerica but 

a gambling passion, who do nothing but disorganize and disrupt. 

I 
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Our national economy does not require men who sell stock 

which they do not possess or own in order artificially to 

depress the market so that they may roll in profits which 

they never earned by honest labor of hand or mind. 

The Stock Exchange under our present system is a 

legitimate institution for legitimate trading, but it bas been 

befouled, particularly in tbe last decade and a half, by 

professional higb-bindefa. 

If I were a dictator, fortunately I am not, 

I 

but if I were I would convoke a coi.m el of the representatives 1 ➔ 1 

"I labor and government and I would call upon them to proceed 

with the intelligent planning and organization of .America's 

industrial future. The era of unrestricted competitive 

individualism in our economic life ia definitely over. We have 

entered a new a,;e of corporate economic action - corporate 

action in production, corporate action in finance and corporate 

action in labor. konomic forces must now be controlled and 

directed with an eye to social utility or they will plBJ 

havoc with our economic life. 

Profeeaor Commons, one of Ill .America•• great 

economista points out that we have passed through, particularl7 



' 

- 16 -

1n mu.rope since the beginning of the Cammon Era, three epochs, -

three economic eraa. The f ira t he cal ls the Era of Scarcity. 

That lasted up to the sixteenth century. This was a period in 

human history characterized by extreme want and penury and 

characterized by a minimum of freedom and a minin:um of governmental 

control. Things were almoat~rationed during that period of 

scarcity. 

'.rbe second era he calls the Ira of Abundance which 

began in the sixteenth century with t he opening up of the new 

orld, with the treasures of silver and gold brought into the 

old world from the new world, - with the riae of the price of 

comnoditiea. That era of abundance continued through the 

seventeenth and eighteen.th centuries with the rise of technology, 

the invention of ateam, electricity and the maohine. .tnd that 

era of abundance reached ita climax in the nineteenth century. 

That era was characterized by a minimum of government control 

and a maximum of freedom. That was the golden era of freedom. -

Let bu.sineaa alone. Let the individual follow his own beat 

economic intereata and the ends of society as a whole will beat 

be served. 

How aqs, Prof. Commona, we have entered a third 

era, the last era. And he calla this the Era of ltablllsation. 

I 
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In this era individual freedom must be attenuated or 

subjected to the requirementa of the group, of society 

as a whole, because in this era corporate industrial 

units have been established, - associationa, corporations, 

unions. The individual baa automatically by economic 

forces been driven into group activity. Therefore economic 

forces can no longer be allowed to operate at will. They 

must now be controlled preferably, voluntarily by group 

organizations among industry and business, otherwise 

coersively by government. 
iJ 

In this new era of stabilization we have 

discovered that wealth can be conserved only if it ia 

diatri buted. And I would call upon this co-uncil which I, 

as dictator would bring into existence, to bear this fact 

in mind as the primary principle in their deliberations. 

Wealth can be conserved only if distrib\lted broadly over the 

masses who would then be enabled to buy what the maaaea and 

their machines produce. Otherwise wealth disappears even 

from the coffers of the richest of the rich. 

I would call this council into exiatence 

I 
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because I believe that our economic systan is not breaking 

down and because I believe that tomorrow we shall have a 

more glorious era of economic wellbeing than any of our 

yesterdays offered to us. 

I want to read a sentence or two from the 

work of one who is perhaps the outstanding economist of Great 

:Britain, Mr. John 8lJlard Keynes, in an article which he 

calla "Economic Possibilities for ourGrandchildren." 

Speaking of the future, he a~•: "The prevailing 

world depression, the enormous anomal.J of unemplo;yment in a 

world full of wants, the disastrous mistakes we have made, 

blind ua to what ia going on under the surface - to the true 

interpretation of the trend of things. For I predict that 

both of the two opposed errors of pessimism which now make so 

mu.ch noise in the world will be proved wrong in our own time -

the pessimism of the revolutionaries who think that things are 

so bad that nothing can save us bu.t violent ebenge, and the 

peseimism of the reactionaries who consider the balance of our 

economic and social life so precarious that we must risk no 

experiments .•. " 

I 
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"1or the moment the very rapidit1 of these 

changes is hurting us and bringing difficult pro bl ems to 

solve. Those countries a.re suffering relatively which are 

not in the vanguard of progress. We are being afflicted with 

a new D disease of which some readers may not yet have heard 

the name. bu.t of which they will hear a great deal in the 

years to come - namely, technological unemployment. 1'his 

means unemployment due to our discovery of means of economising 

the use of labour outrunning the pace at which we can find 

new uses for labour." 

• 

t11n1t this is only a temporary pbase of maladjustment. 

ill this means in the long run that mankind is solving ita 

economic problem. I would predict that the standard of life 

in progressive countries one hundred years hence will be between 

four and eight tillea as high as it is to~. There would be 

nothing surprising in this even in the light of our present 

knowledge. It would not be foolish to contemplate tbe possibility 

of a far greater progress still. 1 
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And ao having accomplished all this, I 

would call 1 t a dq. I would ask to be relieved ot m:, 

job as dictator and would gratefully retire to the quiet 

sanctuary of my rabbinical atu~. 

• 
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