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' HAT RABBI LE.AIU ED 'RO ·. THE EPRE0SION 

:By 

Rabbi Abb Hillel Silver 

J\.t 
The Temple 

on 

Sunday morning, January 28, 1934. 



I have v, alked amon5 men durinb t · ese last f our hard years and 

I haves en how t ey bore up under t · e. load of the depression, how 

t ey reacted tot· e adversities wnich w re visited upon tlem. And 

I gained some penetr ting insi ts into the makeup of people from the 

manner in wnic t1 .. ey encounter-d tneir unexp cted misfortunes. 

ny of these people .I knew quite well. I was amazed to dis­

cov r in them in many ins tances such rare ev· uences of strength 

and in other in tances such pitiful evi dences of eak:ness. Te 

depression has drawn aside a curtain which concealed the real life 

of many individuals and revealed their true esse ce , revmled the 

stark naked trut a:oout t1:..emselves and t1 ir spiritual makeup. 

resp ct for many people increased i rmneasura.bly durin0 these 

l· st four years ad my pity for man:, others. 

Some people simply lent to pieces under the strain of misfortune 

t t overtoo~ tnem. t · ey w o d moved so conf idantly and so 

assuredly on the favoring tide of prosperi t_y believin tnat t11ey 

themselves were grea tly responsible for their great good fortune 

and not tie favorin 6 winds of the world aoout them. T'nen the 

furious squalor of ·dversity attacked them and t ey simply became 

d.emor,.l i zed, over helmed, crusned. T. ey became terrified and quite 

helpless. Their hands slipped from t e teering wneel. Tney lost 

the power of pilotship. They resigned themselves to t11e certainty of 

disaster d some of tiiem ven anticipated it and ul tima.tely des tr yed 

tl.emsel ves. 
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Uany people have co .nented about the large number of suicides 

among American business men since 1929, some ,,ery c :ustically. 

Recently, I read the following comments: 

"The large number of suicides among the financial and industrial 

leaders of the Repuolic, and amon6 tne well-to-do generally, since the 

stock market crash of 1929, emphasizes a fact nitherto not generally 

recognized. It has usually been considered t11at your successful 

business man is a hard- hea ' ed, practical fellow, witn plenty of courage 

and stic~-to-it-iveness. These teroes of commerce and trade, it as ueen 

thought, were men of t ettle and guts . Did a rival succeed in putting 

over a bigger and better deal? Ti1en your busi ess man (the nero of 

numerous stories in The Saturday Evening Pos t and 111 e American Magazine) 

promptly set forth, a veri t abl e kni e:, t of industry, a d achieved a 

greater success . Your business man has 0een pictured not only as 

nc~rd- eaded, practical , with his feet f irmly planted on terra fi rma, 

but· lso as a vigorous, aggressive, courageous doer of mighty deeds, 

a leader and a fighter . 

'lhat i s the f act ~ Tne depre ::- sion nas revealed nim as a confused 

and puzzled c ild whose ballo ')n aas burst . It has shown him up as a 

man wnose fai tn has f ailed him, w ose illusions rn . .:.ve gone haywire, and, 

succintly, as 01e w o can dish it out but , o can't take it. In an 

amazingly large number of cases, this nero of t rade has become a :helpless 
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whiner. a weakling s t ripped of the gar ment of power .ae onc e fl aunted 

gloriously, and a sui cide. 

11 The self-made man, p r i ding n i mself on having ca rved out his 

own ca r eer by reason of his superior strengt h , cunning a nd i ntelligence, 

is s tunned by t h e discovery t ha t h e is h elpless . Hi s courage, ever 

dependent up on the jin0 le of dolla rs in h is p ockets, f a ils lament a bly 

when there are n o do l lars to jingle. His :fai th in ni ms elf and in the 

world he ha s helped to make ebu s away. 

"Few a rtists or poets, f ew "dreamers," are s o easily ruined by 

a dver sity. Few prol e t a r i ans -- and the se few usually bro~en by 

di sease or old a ge -- a re d.r i ven to despair by economic misciiance. 

But your Babbitt, when he is wiped out in the market, when his wisely 

selected bonds uecome wortnles s, vu1en his p rop erty is foreclosed, wnines 

wails and often, k ills nimself. 

This judgment is rather unf air in so far as it generalizes 

about an entire class. It is true tha t there are many business men 

ho buckled under the strain of t ne l a st four years, who could not 

stand up u.n0.er disaster. It is true t.uat many of them we re found to 

oe wax in t e 1_and of destiny which the heat of adversity melted. 

You and I 1ave nown such people. Til.e!lep eople overestimated their 

ov. n importance and their own contribution to their private success. 

Tney under stima ted th fact that tne risin •, tide of prosperity 

lifts every snip, small or large, s eawortny, or unseaworthy, good 

or bad. They underestimated t e element of lucll or c} ance which 

goes into tne makeup of individuals. The ancient Greeks 
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maintained that ther w re three great powers which ruled tne world: 

wisdom, strength or power and. l as tly, luc or Cllance. d tne last 

may be regarded as tie most efficacious, tie mot important. 

The Spaniards ave c.1, urov ro: "Give your c· ild luc.i.e ad you can 

throw him into the sea.tt A recognition of this fact will make the 

individual umole and will give im a sen·e of :umor, and when 

misfortune dos overtake him, will prepare and enable nim to smile 

and not pin all responsibil i ty on himself, not blame and reproach 

im elf entirely for , t is not entirely his fault. 

A failure- to acknowledge this fact will ~ e men fo ol is , proud, 

pompous a.nu self-important and .1en tne pins oft· eir economic 

life arelmocked f rom under tnem, wi en 1,1.e handiwork of t eir lives 

lie in wreckage about t1em, tney will f el :umiliated, degraded . 

.utny o~ t em will be mortally wounded. 

Su.ch men, too, staked everyt ing on uusine~s success. Ev 0 rytning 

else was secondary , f , mily, wife, c ildren, home, friends, self­

cultiv~tion, civic responsibility. Everytii1g w~s o t e periphery. 

Th ir one dominant and consuming interest w~s success. fuen thy 

lose out th re, the c nter oft eir life is gone. They collapse. 

Their ·o r tunes ~..ave gone and their reason fo r living was gone. 

There were many during thes e ·rd years of depression who 

were not driven to the extreme measure of self-destruction, who 

nev rthele s s acted as though life • d been drained of all meaning. 

They became morose, irritaule, bi tt er and cnronic complainers. 

They began to t · e it out on their wi v s, t ir ci1ildfen, sometimes 

on their f riends if t · ey let them. They turned their homes into 
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complaint bureaus, as though tueir wives and children w re responsiule 

for tie depression. Generally speaking, tley acted lie poor sports. 

For eigners have observed and commented t l~t tne American tal s 
r 

about the depressio and complains. Last year , Andre .fau.ro is 

wrote an a r ticle in which he contrasts t }e reaction of the eri can 

to the depression witn tnat of tile Englis .tan. Of the United Sta tes 

he writes: 11 1n the United States the crisis is an obsession. The 

faces you SPe are f ces stricken by a c~tastrophe. , sterious fears 

haunt tlle hearts of .Americans. st 

Of England he wr ites: 11 Of course, a s everywhere, people talk 

ere of the crisis -- but the E glish tal a out it it numor, 

wit philosopny. It 1s a common topic o convers tion, but it is 

not the only one. 11 

"Every ody tries to eep to the old agreea le things of life ... 

-!eals are much more simple, clothes rn rn are not s o new, houses are 

run on a smu.ller sea.le. But gaiet stil l remains." 

11 W-nether t.ne matt r concerns his ow11 lif e, or the life of 

the na tion, an E1glishman does not express his feelin0 s. This 

reluctance to self-expression is due p~rtly to his timidity, partly 

to his speech-res t r int, out also to his will-pow r.u 

Now the fact that we do talk aoout t e depression is due to the 

f act th •t f or so many years we led a 1• , nned lif e. We c:.re used to 

such long periods of extraordinary prosperity and sue high stan · rds 

of living tha t when su denly we ere pull d down f rom the heights 

to the d pression, we w re bewildered. e could not adjust ourselves 
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readily to the fact, w:ile t ~uropeans, wno never enjoyed such 

a high degree of prosperity, whose fluctuations forte year w r 

not so sharp, wPre not called upon to make such astly adjustments. 

It is tru, nevertheless, in many c· ses -- in extreme c~ses, that 

men did grouse a great deal, nd complain greut d al. 

I ve known people during tne four years of the depression 

who were known as 11 Lord Bountifuls 11 and w o were noted for their 

philantnropies when they w re exceedingly prospe~ us, and 11en their 

incomes were curtailed and tney be6 1 to retrench, t e first t· i c:; they 

retrenched on was cnarity, as if c· rity ,as somet in to give out 

of superfluity rat er tnan s· aring t e tilin s you need wit, those 

who need it more . 

Long before some aen changed their mode of living, they had 

changed tneir mode of giving. They continued to live in magnificent 

homes, to entertain lavishly, to deey themselves very few luxuries 

and nJ comforts t 0 sp ak of. But they stinted tote bone on tneir 

contriuutions to c· • ritable, civic and rel·gious institutions. Those 

men never had a sense of social responsibility and the depression 

found tnem out. 

I have known women, ourin6 tnese years oft e depression 

who harassed their nusb nds and drov them almost to desperation 

because tney failed to urovide t em wit things w ici they believed 

they were Pntitled to. They nagged and humiliated their husoa.nds. 

They would point toot er husbands of friends or acquaintances who, 
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in spite of hard times w re able to amply provide for them. Instead 

of cheering and comforting their hus ands, they ma.de them drink 

to ti1e last draught the bitter dregs of 1,.umiliation and defeat. 

Such women were never· elpmates 1d companions. They w re just 

cr1eap exploiters and parasites, and the depression found them out, too. 

I have Known cl ildren, young men and women, during th se years 

who w~re tried and found wanting. They suddenly discov~red that 

their careers w re bein5 interrupted by the in bility o/ t ' eir folks 

to provide fort' em, to finance t em t · ou h sc ool and college, or 

to provicie ti em with tie t · in s t o whicl tneir affluent • omes had 

accustomed t · em. ~ney resented it as thought· eir folks had 

delioerately interfered c.Uld marred t eir future. They., too, were 

poor sports who did not know ow to play t · e a.me of life. 

Al 1 ti1a t was v eak in a~ individual, the depression ferreted out, 

brought out and laid bare. But also all th~t was strong anQ noble 

was ferret d out. T re were many people, in fact most people 

whom t 1e depression did not expose bu:t: r t11er vindicat d them. 

People abroad have b en amazed at tne r markaole patience which the 

.Americ·n ueople manifested during these trying years. Of course 

they t·l ed a grea t deal about it as I ve said b .fore. But it was 

all so sudden, so bewildering. But tuey d1d not r sort to viol nt 

agitation, to any turbulent outoreaks, tor volutionary propaganda. 

Millions of men were unemployed and are still unemployed in this 

country -- the :umber is larger tn.an in any other country in the world. 

Fortunes w re lost, nd t e s vings of a life-time were lost in 
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hundreds of closed banks. } en 1. st their homes, ti ir businesses, 

their f nns and t heir jobs. And yet the American people carried on, 

not in a sullen, dark, rebellious mood but rathe r in a qui et, patient, 

detennined hopeful mood, sure of itself and conf i d~nt t ·· tat long 

l ast they would find a way out. 

Millions of men wrenched themselves loose f rom th ir jo s, 

their accustomed places r nd habits and transplanted themselves to 

other ways and to other standardsof living. They were compelled to 

make new adjustments to a new conomic environm.ent. They did that 

without resPntrnent, without anger, readily. T'nat to my mind shows that 

our people have not b een enerva ted by a lon6 period of prosperity, tha t 

we have not become decadent. ithin this Am rican people there are 

v st reservoirs of strength, a grea t deal of resourcefulness, a great 

deal of resilience and tne wholesomeness and the optimism of youth. 

I have known people -- and so nave you -- in tnese 1st few years 

who suff ered. terribly from t.ne calamities which came upon t1e people -­

the business men who saw f ortunes which they had accumula ted vanish into 

thin air, untold enterprizes i.to wnich they had invested y ars of 

life, disintegrate and crumble into dust, reserves which they 

iad set aside for their old age and for their families, just si~ply 

disappear. Yet th semen c rried on and are carrying on quietly, 

neither wining nor complaining, with a splendid dignity. 

I have known families which nave b en compe lled to make painful and 

dr· stic r adjus tments in their mode of living. r adical revisions in 

their standards of living, its members forced to forego many of the 

things to ,hich they had been accustomed. Yet they made thes adjus tm nts 

• 
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with dignity, honora ly, ha.vi lost not1ing of what is really s ential 

and intrinsic in life in their economic transmigration from tne land 

of pl nty t o tne land of want. 

I have }:novm men a1 d women w o perhaps for t1 e first time since 

their early married life discovered how much tney really meat to 

one anotner and how rnuc they really needed each other, 10 inextricably 

their des tinies ~ere int r-twined in thPse ru...rd and tes ting years 

of the depression. Some of tne old faith and confidence was revived 

in tnem, to ace lif e toget er again, to work, to struggle, to 

build anew, event ou 1 their hearts are a little more wearied and 

their shoulders a little more vent ,i th the lo da of the years. 

The impact of care, my r•riends, t e uncertainty of the ir future 

have orought men and women closer together in search of th t warmth 

and security of understanding love and devotion. "Sweet are the 

uses of adversity} 11 t ya wor:ian has discovered her f orgotten man 

and m ny a mannas discovered 

which tried their souls. 

s forgotten woman in these years 

I 1ave known women in tnese four years of depression w o nave 

been compelled to supplement the incomes of their husbands to balance 

the oudget who h've gone to work. I am certain th~t many are nappier 

and healthier because of it. T'.nat brings pride ad joy to the 

heart. So blany American women were neurotic because t · ey sensed, 

however imperfectly, t · tin t e economic scheme of their home they 

were not need d and when their romantic roles of pampered plaything 



-10-

wa s played out, t i ey w re superfluous. omen who f eel tat much 

depends upon them. that the s tability and security of u hom rests 

quite as much upon them as upon their husbands feel strengthened 

and enriched. 11 Sweet are tne uses of adversi tyl 11 -A.any people 

discovered t hat in the l ast four years. 

I have knowd children, young men and women, who as a matter 

of course abandoned tne hopes of careers, the promises of the 

future, the prospects of ac ieving t heir own personal ambitions, 

turn their backs on all that and rallied to the economic 

defense of their nomes and turned their hands to a thousand and one 

things to elp maintain their homes. being a help to their parents. 

Such magnif icent display of character and courag sbeen t 1e rule, 

my friends, rather than the exception. I believe one comes away 

f rom a survey of what the depression has meant to the character of 

people with increased respect for men and women, witn a realizat ion 

of what great deptns of power there real ly are in t.ne souls of men 

and women. 

Du.ring the four years you and I iave observed men and women 

become more sober. The librarians say th~t never before have men 

and omen turned to re ding w rthwhile books as in this y ar of 

depression. People nave begun to wrestle with reality. Many of the 

foolish notions nave been knoc ed out of t e heads of the young 

people. They want to know the hy and wh r fore of thinga. They 

want to reach down for th real things. Tney want to find other 

companions in life now thut money and alth are denied them. 
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They want to find ti1e n rmanent • id t 1 e duraole in tne midst of 

this chaos. 

The depres sion nas not been without its value to our people. 

I believe, my frie ds, t :1: t people were b est able t o withstand the 

onsla11e,ht of los s who had wor1eed out for themselves some philosophy 

of life, tnose who had before t e depression, either perfectly or 

imperfectly, worked out some prograrn of l i ving, some philosophy of 

life -- tney were uest able to endure what lif e suddenly brought 

upon them -- I me t11ose men who never had been tau0ht or trained 

to see life ~s one uninterrupted 1oliday, in a world where the 

skies are always blue · nd t l: e sun is never overc· st, those v, o 

unders t · d t ut many dreadful thi ·s may come uout in the course of 

human life, th<A, t there is hardly a human lif e t · t esc pes his full 

share of .f ortune and misfortune, th t one s ould be prepared and 

wnen that sudde1 turn comes, you accept it quietly and stoically, 

those people 'Nl:10 are a little a.isillusioned about t } glamors, 

promises of umull life, those wno re a 1 i t tle b • t disillusioned 

about tnis rorna ticism of life w110 did not expect too muc from 

life were o st a le to endure tile , rdships of tile last few years. 

Those peopl whose philosophies kept tnem from becoming too ac­

quisitive, those whose philosophies s ved tuem from the fever of 

comp titiveness, tnose not conswned by the p assion of being at tne 

v ry top, of being t e uigges t fish in the pond, of grabbing 

everything in sight, those who re reconciled to the more modest 
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nd really more satisfyi compensations of life, and v,1 o do not 

expect too much, those who are resigned to excel in tne rmstery 

of 9.elf rath~r than tne mast ry of the world -- t ose neo:ple were 

oest able to endure tiie hardships of tl e last four years. 

And l · .. stly, those people came out best from under the 

strain of these 1, st few years were those who r·ve imown where to 

find refuge in their uay of trouble. Tne refuge of numan oeings 

in th ir days of trou le are first of all in t.ne "island within, 11 

in t}eir own inner world of courage, faith, steadfastness, hope, in 

the world of your mind and your soul. Steady contempl·tion, the 

qc.est for truth and beauty , of n .stling within t· e bosom of your 

family and your friends, of love, devotion and kindness -- tnut city 

of refuge, my friends is alw· ys t 1ere for the i • .rassed and the 

troubled and persecuted among hu..~ oeings. 
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SUICIDE AMONG THE BABBITTS 
by ERIC HOW ARD 

THE large number of suicides among the financial and indus-
trial leaders of the Republic, and among the well-to-do 

generally, since the stock market crash of 1929, emphasizes a 
fact hitherto not generally recognized. It has usually been con­
sidered that your succes ful business man is a hard-headed, 
practical fellow, with plenty of courage and stick-to-it-iveness. 
These heroes of commerce and trade, it has been thought, were 
men of mettle and of guts. Did a rival succeed in putting over 
a bigger and better deal? Then your business man ( the hero of 
numerous stories in Tlie Saturday Evening Post and The Ameri­
can Magazine) promptly set forth, a veritable knight of industry, 
and achieved a greater success. Your business man has been pic­
tured not only as hard-headed, practical, with his feet firmly 
planted on terra firma, but also as a vigorous, aggressive, cou­
rageous doer of mighty deeds, a leader and a fighter. 

What is the fact? The depression has revealed him as a 
confused and puzzled child whose balloon has burst. It has shown 
him up as a man whose faith has failed him, whose illusions 
have gone haywire, and, succinctly, as one who can dish it out 
but who can't take it. In an amazingly large number of cases, this 
hero of trade has become a helpless whiner, a weakling stripped 
of the garment of power he once flaunted gloriously, and a suicide. 

( elf-extermination, in the case of the defeated financier, 
is not e variety that Balzac described as suicide from ratiocina­
tion. or is it the philosophical type, by which a man who has 
lived f ly decides to live no more. Instead, it is the pitiful 
ges~re o weakness and despair J 

l The n who has lived by fuccess alone has nothing to live 
for when s cess is gone. The man who believed that he was a 
strong and ·ghty fellow, of great importance to the world, is 
morally bank pt when economic circumstances give him a kick 
in the pants an demonstrate that his success is not the product 
of his own sup ior cunning and wisdom. It is an unbearable 

in his hands and dollar in his pocket, we have already seen­
in his treatment of his mployees; in his re trained and often 
enforced contributions t charity, u ually well publicized; in his 
contempt for the financi lly unsucces ful; in hi arrogance and 
snobbery, based upon th illusion of his own greatn s ; in his 
scorn for the weak and t e helpless and the impo eri bed; m his 
treatment of menials; in he su picion with which he ey • all who 
are engaged in "impracti al" pursuits; in his per ccuti n of those 

I 

he regards as enemies of things as they are; and in the develop-
ment of the current . merican code of ethics , hich pr scribes 
that it's all right if yoq can get away with it. 

mong the salutatiy effects to be credited to the depression 
is this: That fine flowe of our civilization, that milestone on the 
pathway of Progress, the typical merican business man, no 
longer enjoys the este m and admiration of the world. \ hereas, 
formerly, we were all oo willing to accept him at his own valua­
tion, we now see him as he is. 

He can dish it o t, but he can't take it. 
Drop a tear of ity, if you will. But Jovian laughter re-

sounds throughout t states. This-this puzzled, helpless, weak 
little man-was our ero ! 

The Editors are comforted to know that at least two groups 
of the imemployed are being well taken care of-our 96 Uniteti 
States Senators, and our 435 national Representatives. 

BOOKS TO OWN 

blow to one's sel esteem to discover, for example, that one's ~ -
investment in me can Can is no more intelligent than betting P ENT\ 11 The Se~~!n's 
on a dark horse in a ace.} EM.IN 
✓ The self-made man, priding himself on having carved out v1ctORIANS 

\\HIT- Printing# 

his own -career by reason of his superior strength, cunning and \ 

intelligence, is stunned by the di covery that he is helpless. His LYtiO:Y sTRA_C_H_ E:,.J. 
courage, ever dependent upon the jingle of dollars in his pockets, I 

0
____ ¥'"' 

fails lamentably when there are no dollars to jingle. Hi faith in -----B--aEs N 
himself and in the world he has helped to make ebbs away e 
consorts with others of his kind, and they ndeavor t cheer HUR 
one another, a they have done for three years pa t a are still BY 

doing. He discusses, childi hly, the cau e of the d ression. He LEW WALLACE 

hopes, vaguely and blindly, for "time " to get b er. He believes 
in God and Hoover; then he believes in Go nd Roosevelt. But are NOW in the 

in his heart is dull d spair, childish fea ·, m hi eyes a look of I 'I\JrQDERN Each: Onlv 

puzzled grief. The suicide of de per on follow .) ~ l~.I. ARY 95 ¢ 
l{Few artist or poet , few "dreamers," are o ea ily ruined LlBR 

by adversity. Fev proletarians-and the e few u ually broken 1 lL=:.:.---!!!!!!!!~~~ =::::::::: 
by disea or old age-are driven to de pair by economic mis­
chance. But your Babbitt, when he i wiped out in the mark t, 
when hi wi ely sel cted bond become worthle s, when hi 
property i foreclosed, whine , \ ail (gives a creditable imitation 
of a White Ru~sian cur ing the Bolshevilj and, often, kill ( 

OTE: In writing to Pun- ) 
LI HERS p]ea e mention eeing 
th ·ir advcrti cment in Tlic 
A mericau pee tat or. 

THE ~~~~ 
NIGHT 
CLUI 

~. Ell 
STANLEY WALKER 

Tl,e Boole Tb•t H•• 
tit• Critic, Reeling# 

He1wood Brou": 
"Brilliant! Don't 
miss it!" H. L i\te11t­
lte11: "A really aston• 
ishing chronicle.'' 
Lewis G11,r,1ett: "A 
classic of Manhattan ... 

... , '" GIH It' 



.US B.lC! OF ilDJ. SS ED T Ril.B ~- HILLEL ILV :1B • m 
105th O S A G. JANU Y 28 • 1934. 

l 

I 0 I IOB 

Some pe 1 si ly et t iece w· n !i ci 1 is~ortun ert 

• •Y 7i ld.ed i selves up t,o th c r inty of di ter • d • 

ho ckled. tho 

der th load d elt d 11 e ax 1 t e "' t, f versit •• who 

dover-et ted. c ntri tion which th91 th selY a 

ow mcceas d o und - ti ted t e 1 r el-~~-- of C C 

e to their 

d luck 

wh·ch o s to v ry •a ucce •• 

Th r ve t t ive t th xtr e of el -
.tL..., 

d stru.ction b t d re io, r}e ted t ir lives 

ve b/lllen f • 11 1 t ci f ilur s. 

• oro e, b' tter •• chronic c 1 1 ers. 

wivea and c ildre d ri da, if they p rmit 

t \ o th ir 

,y turn their 

home• int c l nt bur au.a d tr t th ir wiv a s 1 they w r in ... rson 

responsible for th depre sion. Gener lly s e ing, t y p or sports. 

da d I ow w n ve in th se y ra • d their hu 

~iven t h m lmoat to desp r · tion b c s t ey f 11 d t rovide t w th 

the thi • wh c t ey believe th a lvea ntitled to. They 

lite t • They poi\, t ha 

wh continu t b 1 provid rain api t.e 

t ch er d c fort th ir hus da, they 

of tri nd• and c int cea 

t de re ion. Bather 

e th dri to the 1 et 

drop t bitter dr • of def t. eae w n • r ver el t • 

loiters d p ·ai\ea, d the 

pre aion fOWLd \h out,. 
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