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THE ROOSE ELT AD I! ISTRATIO - ITS ACHIEVEMENTS -

ITS FAILURES 

A Pre-Convention Estimate of Our National Progress 
During a Period of Crisis 

Delivered By 
DR. ABBA HILLEL SIL 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, May 3, 1936 



My friends, we are on the eve of conventions of parties to select our 

standard bearers for the campaign of 1936. Our nation is on the eve of a 

national election which will determine which party shall be in control of our 

national affairs for the next terms and who shall be the chief executive of 

these United States. Our people will be summoned in the next few months 

to make an appraisal of the achievements or lack of achievements of the 

present administration, will pass judgment whether this administration ig 

to continue to guide and control the destinies of our people for another 

term. During the next few months, there will, of course, oe in discussion 

much partisanship, mo.ch propaganda, considerable heat, considerable abuse, 

much maligning, much political sneering, considerable over-statement and 

considerable Wlder-statement. Those politicians who are out will of course 

look with alarm upon everythin6 which the present administration has tbne 

or bas failed to do and those politicians who are in and who will stay will 

of course point with pride to the achievementaand failures. 

There will be, I am afraid, much bitter talk about radicalism. 

socialism, and the red menace, whether the present administration is to be 

elected or not. The Chambers of Commerce and the Liberty League of the 

United States will speak, i am sure, loud and eysterically as in the past 

about the stages of bureaucracy, the evils of the Brain Trust, the 

necessity of balancing the cudget, reducing taxes, kefl) ing the government 

from interfering with business. 

I suspect, as others do, th.at the Campaign will be one of the 

bitterest campaigns in the political history of the United States. 

It is strange that the President of our Country, Roosevelt, baa 
un 

for some/accountable reason 8'U.cceeded in bringing down upon him a torrend 

of bate, tne like of wnich very few presidents in the country have succeeded 
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in bringing down upon _im a torrent of hate the like of wnich very few 

presidents in tne country nuve succeeded in bringing down upon t em. Quite 

recently I re~d an article in one of the important magazines of tne country 

called "Tney Hate Roosevelt.u Is ou.ld like to read a few sentences from 

the beginning of the article. 

•A resident of Park Avenue in New York City was sentenced not long 

ago to a term of imprisonment for threatElling violence to the person of 

President R0 sevel t. This episode, with the conclusions as to the ma.n's 

probably sanity, was recorded at length on the front pages oft e newspapers 

of the land. In its ~lf it was unimportant. Cranks with wild ideas are 

always to be found here and t ere in any large community. Yet it was 

significant as a dramatically extreme manifestation of one of the most 

extraordinary phenomena of our day, a phenomenon which social is tor ians 

in the future will very likely record with perplexity if not with 

astonishment: tne fanatical hatred of the President which today obsesses 

thou.sands of men and women among the American u .~~ier class. 

"No other word than hatred will do. It is a passion, a fu:ry, that 

a is wholly unreasoning. Here is no mere political opposition, no mere 

violent disagreement over financial p8licies, no mere distrust of a national 

leader who t o these men and women appears to bead mogogu.e. But the 

phenomenon to which I refer goes far beyond objection to policies or 

programs. It is a consuming personal hatred of President Roosevelt. 

"It perm~ates, in greater or less degree, the whole upper stratum 

of American society. It has become with many persons an idee fixe. One 

encounters it over and over a
0
ain in clubs, even in purely social clu s, in 

locker and card rooms. At luncheon parties, over diner tables, it is an 



incessant theme. And frequently li in conversation it talces a violent 

and unlawful form, the expression of desires and wisnes that can be 

explained only, it would seem, in terms of abnormal psychology. 

""In history this hatred may well 60 down as the major irony of 

our time. For the extraordinary fact is t a t whereas the fanatic who 

went to prison had lost his fortune and, therefore, had a direct 

grievance. the majority of those who rail a ainst t e President have 

to a large extent had their incomes restored and their bank balances 

replenis ed since tne low point of March, 1933." 

Because of this fear a ainat the cnief executive of ow' country, 

one wno is not a partisan, one who is interested in watching the progress 

of our nation regardless under which party it takes place, is inclined 

at this time to make a cool dispassionate appra isal of the achievements 

and t e failures of the administration and to caution his fellow citizens 

against this p olitical emotionalism at a time wnen cool tninkin and 

c9ol judgment are so desperately needed. 

On March 4, 1934, on tne first anniversary of President Roose velt's 

occupancy of his office as President, I had occasion to speak in this 

pulpit on R osevelt 1s first year in office. At tnat time I expressed 

that in spite of the crisis, it would probably be his easiest year. The 

times were desperate and a crurageou.s leader could count on cooperation 

even from his political opponents. I was conscious tnat the hard years 

were ahead of him and I suspected that the heroic mood would vanish and 

as tne heroic mood would vanish, there would set in again that partisanship, 

that reaction which would set about to undermine tne president, sabotage 

him, tlla.t hia foes would set about to discredit him - even his friends 

would become critical and cool, aome desert, some even betray. Jor that 
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is the fate of all great leaders of men. For it is clear tnat all plans 

cannot be realized, because if' all tne plans would be achieved, t ey would 

be achieved imperfectly. And at tnat time, I said tha t it is well that we 

halt on this first anniversary to give voice to cool confidence in the 

man so that he might draw from this evidence of active good will of his 

country men, strength for the hard years ahead. 

Mu.ch of what I foresaw then has come to pass. Aany wno in 1933 

hailed Roosevelt as a veritable savior have today not a kind word to 
the 

say about him. Strangely7'7conditions which followed have naturally 

~proved since 1933. 

I have a friend wno in 1933, lost roost of his fortune. During 

that year he religiously cursed the outgoing administration three times 

a dc3¥. He praised in lyrical ecstatic words the new President. Although 

his fortune bas not yet entirely been recovered,in 1936 his fortune 

was adequately restored so tbat he could spend a winter in Florida with 

his family. Recently I was with him at a dinner party. He appropriated 

most of the time to pour out vials of wrath and indignation on President 

Roosevelt and b implication, was yearning for tne halcyon days of Hoover 

and the fleshpots of Republican security. Suen is the fickleness of the 

human being. 

Now one need not be a partisan to reject what is unworthy or 

unjust in the present administration. I believe that a calmer, mo~e 

objective survey of tne situation wou.lc induce one, regardless of party 

a f filiation, to give a large measure of praise to Mr. Roosevelt, to 

his administration for the things that n were done and done well and also 

a measure of blane for the tnin6s tnat were not done or could have been 

done better. But when the final balance is struck, I believe that the 
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AJDerican people have reason, decidedly, to be grateful tnat in these years 

of crisis, when our nation was passing tnrougn some of t e moot dangerous 

critical y ears of history, its political destinies wer e in the hands of a 

man wno had the courage and capacity and strength of leadership to lead 

our people out fro the valley of desponaency to a freer happier and 

more confident life. Wat I am sayin now w u.ld not require restatement. 

it we could all recapture the mood in wnich we found ourselves in 1933, 

before the election and after. We have forgotten it, most of us - t11e mood 

of despair, nelplessness. The wheels of industry were run down, down to 

what seemed to be an inevitable disaster in the offing. ost of the 

plants were shut down. illions were thrown out of employment. There 

were fourteen million unemployed. Banks were closi g down. Credit was 

freezing up. Bankruptcies were increasing daily. Prices were falling to 

ankruptcy levels. Cna.os was in the air. This was tne legacy which the 

new administration inherited from the old one. 

It is folly, in my humble Judgment, to maintcin at this time that this 

chaos would have reshaped itself with recovery and prosperity if allowed 

tu run its course. They certainly did not hold that po ~sible in 1933. 

Tney did not believe int e automatic, matter of course recovery of 

American industry. They wer the first to rush to the Federal Government 

to do something about it. Those business men today who resent so much 

Yederal interf~rence in business were the first ones wno pleaded with 

the government t o come to their rescue. Most of the measures of the 

Roosevelt Administration which are now denounced by business critic• of 

the administration as government meddlin0 and socialism, were requested 

of tne Administration b tne business men themselves. Tne Nil was the 

pet child of tne United States Chamber of Commerce. 
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I credit the Roosevelt Administration with t e following important 

and significant achievements. Pirst of all, I credit him with the courage 

which he had to assume federal responsioil i ty for the relief of unemployed 
the cost of relief 

when State relief had proved inadequate, uncertain and of cau.rse/not equally 

distriuuted. The Roosevelt Administration bad the courage and tne vision 

to maintain that the government is responsible for the ca.fe of those for 

whom industry cannot care. Now tne cost of relief of the unemployed has 

been a treoendous drain, exceeding eight and o ne-.half billion dollars. 

Nevertheless, a ~overnment which can spem three times that for war, must 

find billions to feed people and keep them from mass starvation. 

Credit must go the Roosevelt Administration for the care of the 

unemployed and no administration that had any sense would have done 

a:Ay diff erently. I credit the Roosevelt Administration with the courage 

and insight to take care of the unemployed. First of all, the establishment 

of conservation camps. Hundreds of thousands of people wno were becoming 

candidates for rackets and gangs, were given work. 

I credit the Roosevelt Administration with the courage to launch 

Public Wor~s projects - t e slum clearance, home building projects. These 

projects, I know, are :full of waste and inefficiency. Tney call for 

considerable over- auling. Nevertheless, the principle is sound. 

Whenever private industry can not provide work for its workers, it is 

imperative that the Administration step in and make work to take up the 

surplus labor. 

I credit tne Administration with having tne courage to brea the 

stranglehold of the gold standard an American currency. It devaluated the 

.American dollar by 40 percent and bas placed it on a modified gold baaia. 

Our country, in following belatedly the example of Great Britain, is now 
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operat ing on a program of a currency. O.U- people today 

have a more f lexible currency, a currency sufficiently flexible to meet 

the economic needs of our people whose r eal wealth is not gold out gooda 

and commodities and resources. 

I credit t he Roosevelt Administration with having had the courage to 

extend Federal control of bcn ks, the extension of credits and the security 

markets and of the stock excnange f or taking the first step and only 

the first step to curb the infamy of all kinds of gamblin which swept 

overthe .American people in tna t decade between 1920 and 1930. 

I credit t he Administration of Mr. Roosevelt wi tn having had the 

courage to extend political control of public utilities and more 

particularly to attack the iniquities of the electr ic power uolding 

companies, those octopuses of 

navoc in our economic life. 

which created so mu.ch 

I credit the Roosevelt Administration with tne courage it had in 

defending the rights of t ne American people to produce its a,.,n water power and 

electric power represented in the TVA and t o sell th~t power t c tne American 

people with whose money t.t1ey built those huge plants. 

I credit the .Administrati on with one of the greatest acnievements, 

I belie . e, in the annals of the American people - social security - wnereby 

our government is stimulating 'Wlemployment insura.nce, aecurity against 

the hazards of old age, where the government will lp to prot~ct the 

motnerhood of our country, tne disabled, the blind - humanitarian me~surea 

which we should huve had on our statut e books decades ago and wnich fina.117 

have been written into the law of the land. I know that some of theae 

measures are not all that t hey should be. Nevertheless, tne first important 

step has been taken by this Administration. 
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And I credit that Administration with the courage to renew the 

battle which in the last 40 years has been as soc:ated with the names and 

tne leadersnip of Cleveland, Bryan, Tneodore Roosevelt a.nd loodrow Wilson, 

which under one designation or another - 11 The Square Deal", the "Uew 

Freedom" etc. was the struggle of the .American people against the growing 

concentration of wealth and power in the hands of a few and for the 

wider distrl"bution of the national income, the struggle of the two percent 

against the 98 percent. 

While the Administration is to be credited with these commendable 

acnievements, with these most important reforms in many fields, it should 

oe charged up with a few fa.lures. First, that it has given up in a real 

sense, the very heart of the New Deal. Long before the NRA was consti­

tutionally outlawed by the Supreme Court of t he United States, long 

before some of the measures of the United Sta tes had been declcred 

unconstitutional, the Administration had turned away fro~ the essentials 

of the program which men came to call the New Deal. I am referring 

specifically to the lack of central planning of our economic life. 

There was need for cur· ing wasteful and harmful economic expansion. There 

was need for checking wasteful competition. There was need fer coordinating . 
price, distribution and production. In other words, there was need 

to revise our •1.ole economic system. Such central had been intended to 

check unwise and harmful economic expansion and wasteful compei tion. 

That is tne heart of the New Deal. That baa not been achieved, of course. 

That has been practically abandonned and aoandonment leads sol'?B of to 

fear that recovery only is a temporary recovery, that the things wnich 

brought about the panic are still in}1P.rent in our economic set up, and 

that this present recovery may be only a prelude to another panic of the 



-9-

type of 1929. 

I charge the Roosevelt Administration with another 6reat failure. 

The Roosevelt Administration has been among the most militaristic in the 

history of our country. The Big army men and navy men have had a picnic 

in the last few years. Everything they asked for and more - they received. 

A few weeks ago, our govemment voted the largest peace time appropriation 

in American history - 543 million dollars. A day or two ago, the 

Roosevelt Administration and the Senate will approve the largest naval 

ap _ropriation - 531 million dollars. Our peace is being threatened by no 

one. e are spending close to a thousand million dollars a year on our 

army and navy. Then we talk about being peace minded. In the last 

few years, we have taken to scolding other nations fort eir militaris~ and 

armament when we are the greatest nation on earth as far as militarism 

and arms are concerned. 

I charge the Roosevelt Administration, not the President, himself. 

for the passage of the infamous Bonus Bill. It is a clear cut raid on 

the Treasury of the United States and unpardonable, whicn will serve as 

a precedent for other organizations in the United States which I am afraid 

will be similarlJ successful. 

So, when we come to stri~e a ualance for the last three years, 

of the present administration, we will discover that while it ha.a not 

been a messianic administration, as some expected or hoped it would be 

while it has not u achieved miracles, while it has failed in many of 

its measures because it attempted too much, because of its lack of 

central planning, the opoosition, tne Supreme Court, nevertheless, the 

present Administration mu.st be credited first and that credit in itself 

is aufficient to make the Administration an outstanding one, in that it 



has brought a degree of confidence, hope, courage into our national 

life - that it has dispelled tne mood of despair and helplessness and 

f ear, tna.t it has materially improved business conditions in the country. 

It must also be credited with some of the measures which I itemized -

measures which will have to be expanded, elaborated upon, if our nation 

is to progress from strength to strength in the future. 

It would be highly desirable, in the next few months, when we 

engage in political discussions, as we undoubtedly will, that all of us 

try to keep an emotional poise and zoontal balance about the wnole 

situation and give credit where credit is due. Too often criticism 

is given when it is unjustifiable. That is unfair, and un-American. 
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