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AFTER THE ELECTION -- WHAT? 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

' 

On 
Sunday morning, November 14, 1940 

At 
The Temple 



So here we are, on the Sunday after elec ion, and the American nation 

stands unshaken. Even after all the heat and fury of the election, the American 

people have resumed the even tenor of their lives. None of the dire forebodings 

have come true, end none are likely to come true. A people accustomed to one 

hundred and fifty years of elections took this election also in its stride. A 

people that has been so leng accusto•ed to be admonished on the eve of every 

election to idew with alarm the outcome of each election, discounted the alarm 

of this election also. 

But if one had taken seriously all the hysterical electioneering which 

preceded last Tuesday, ell the bitter denunciation, the threats, one should have 

expected, on election morning, a •ob of people at ever election booth armed with 

pitch-forks, axes or machine guns to save America. Actually fifty million people, 

approximately, lined up very quietly in a very free fashion for their voting, and 

voted with no riots, no bloodshed. Arrl eleven o'clock in the evening, it was 

all over. 

It was, in my humble judgment, an amazing exhibition of democr cy at 

its best. And the people were better than their politicians. The people were 

far better than their professional C8llpaign spekesmen and str~tegists. The people 

were far better than their newspapers. These, in many instances, lacked restraint, 

especially in this campaign, when there were so few vital issues actually 

involved. These spokesmen and campaign managers did try to arou e passio~ fe rs 

and hates. There was a lot of serious talk about this being a crusade of one 

sort or another. They tried to exploit nationality and group fears and prejudices 

and resorted to a lot of vaudeville stunts and cheap circus showmanship. But 

the people, by and large, were not taken in, by these prophets of doom. They 

refused to be stampeded, and li looked upon this election as just another 

election, each one expressing his convictions and preferences. 
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And it is interesting to note that ome of these very spokesmen ho 

during the campaign stopped at nothing, bancying about phra es like war-mongers, 

enemies of the American uy o,f Life, that these have been the fir t since the 

election, to appeal to the v~ctors for forbearance arrl magnanimity. Of course, 

the victors in the election, as in every election, should be generous, should 

be forbearing, ~hould not gloat over their victory. It would have been good for 

the cause of America, generally, if these super-heated spokesmen in the campaign, 

either on the platform or in the editorial sanctorums of their papers, had used 
~a 

a little more forbearance, and/little less below the belt during this campaign. 
This is 

But the election, itself, was a magnificent thing.Jone of the few 

countries in the world left today where such an election could take place, where 

men are still free to express themselves, to criticize their public officials 

without fear of being spied upon, without fear of bei sent to the concentration 

camp, where a citizen can call another citizen to an accountin& and discuss 

with people policy, measure of law and . rogram for the people. Ours is one 

of the few countries in the world left where by means of an election, people can 

serve notice upon public officials however highly placed, are still serv nts 

of the people. 

This last election was not a phoney election, the kind of phoney elections 

that dictators put on, where only one candidate is to be elected - arrl of course 

that candidate receives ninety-nine and nine-tenths percent of the vote. In 

this election an astounding opposition of twenty-two million people said "no". 

There were twenty-six aillion people who said "yes". That is a majority. And 

on the basis of the democratic procedure, that majority has received the mandate 

to carry on its policies, without, however, either stamping out this minority, 

without outlawing it, crushing it, without even ignoring it. That great 

minority of twenty-two millions of American citizens remains as the government's 

loyal opposition, not to sabotage or conspire, but to remain as an active party 
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to criticize, to debate every measure, to act as a check, if necer sary, on the 

government. It remains to carry on its education rogram and educational activities 

for its own philosophy of government among its people. 

And this, my friends, is the critical difference between dictatorship 

and democracy. A dictatorship can not survive with an opposition party. Democracy 

can not survive without it. In the Mother of Parliaments", in Great Britain, the 

headof the opposition party is actually a handsomely paid official of the government. 

President Roosevelt was re-elected,Jast Tuesday, by a substantial majority. 

Except for the Electoral College, it was far from bei ng a landslide. There 

remained some forty-five percent of the electorate who indicated b their voting 

that they did not approve of his policies or of his re-election. They were good 

losers. They will not grumble and grouse. They will continue to be one hand. 

They recognize that a right has been given to the President to continue in office, 

that mandate has been given his policies. They themselves will continue to advocate 

thir point of vie in America. Arrl to ignore them completely would be a great 

mistake and a blunder in a democracy, just as to yield to them completely would 

of course be a betrayal of the will of the majority. 

Wise statesmanship will have to seek as far as possible to reconcile arrl 

to conciliate, find a middle course which will not a disappoint the majority, and 

still not embitter this substantial minority. This will not be easy. But it is 

not impossible. 

I believe that President has both the will and the capacity to seek just 

that middle course. 

As far as our foreign policy is concerned, the last election gave a clear 
to the administra11on 

mandate/to go forward in his foreign policy. Both President Roosevelt Md Mr. Willkie 

during the campaign called for rendering maximum aid to Great Britain in this desperate 

struggle. In the first statement following his defeat, Mr. Willkie r peated hat 

he had said over and over again in the election. He hoped that during the coming 
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year America would render maximum aid to Great Britain in its war against the 

Nazi and Fascist barbarians. The Nazis, of course may have hoped for the defeat 
would 

of President Roosevelt because they hate hi• aost heartily. They/have received 

a: little comfort in Willkie 1s position. ithin three days after electi on, President 

Roosevelt announced, as he had every right to announce on the basis of the election, 

a policy of increased aid to Great Britain whereby that country will receive 

fifty percent of the armament in the United St ates. 

England's brave resistance has thrilled the American people. Respect 

for England has mounted sky high in the last few months. Someone said that 

"not only England, but every Englishman is an island". He meant to suggest that 

each individual is insular, removed, but also unconquerable, that every indi_vidual 

is like its country. It can not be invaded. There is something magnificently 

stirring about their resistance. More than a hundred hears ago, the great 

Emerson said: "The stability of England is the secl.ll'ity of the modern world." 

He said that a hundred years ago and it is more valid today. 
intends to 

The American people/stand by England. The American people stand for 

a closer and ever closer program of unity and defense with Great Britain. 

That has been approved by fifty million voters in this last election. 

The President has also received the unaJ1imous mandate from the American 

people that he should go ahead with closer and ever closer ties with the 

Republics of Sout~ America, with his Good Neighbor Policy in this hemisphere. 

There is no room in this hemisphere anywhere for Nazis and Fascists. The 

American people have approved of President Roosevelt's Good Neighbor Policy. 

It can not be said, however, that a dmilar unanimous ~proval has been 

given to the New Deal, and to the President's Domestic Policy. As I size up 

the situation, America is reaching out today for a middle ground between 

government control and private control of its national economy. If you bar 

the extremists on the right, the rugged individuals, and the extremists of 
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left, the socialists, the rank and file of the American people, both among the 

businessmen, laboring men and farmers, want a middle course. They don't want 

an economic regimentation at the hands of a bureaucracy in Washington. And on 

the other hand they don't want economic anarchy. They are afraid, and they are honestly 

afraid of too ■uch government control. And they have every reason to be afraid 

because of what has transpired in the Old World, where every department of 

human life has been invaded by government and has enforced a rigid coordination. 

This has brought fear into the hearts of the American people. That is really 

their moral fear. They suspect that a government that gives too much, comes to 

take too much away from its people. It takes away that which is most precious 

to its people - namely, liberty. Only a totalitarian government can keep on 

handing out largess until it goes bankrupt. The American people do not wish a 

perpetual system of doles, even though doles and relief may be necessary for 

a period of years, long or short, but not indefinitely. The American people 

prefer the pay check to the relief check. 

On the other hand, and I thrust aside again the extremist, - the American 

people are convinced as was Theodore Roosevelt in his day that "a great democracy 

must be progressive or it will soon cease to be great, or a democracy!" Social 

progress must be maintained. Constant adjustments must be made in a world shifting 

and changing so swiftly. The masses of the people are claiming, and will continue 

to claim a larger share of the social goods, and a greater measure of security 

in life. And they are entitled to them in a democracy. They will get them 

through communism, Fascism or democracy. If democracy fails them, they will try 

other techniques, even though other techniques have brought heretofore only gall 

and wormwood. 

In other words, as I size up the situation, consciously or unconsciously, 

the American people are reaching ·out for a golden mean. The question is, can 
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America find it? I believe that President Roosevelt has tried, and will continue 
es 

to try to find that golden mean. His speec"'have at ti.Jiles been needlessly provocative, 

especially when goaded on by his olitical opponents. His speeches at times do 

suggest, and they do contribute to the sharpening of the class motif which has 

devastated the Old World. But his acts do not indicate that at all. 

President Roosevelt is not a radical. He believes in the present economic 

structure. He believes in private enterprize. He believes in private property. 

He has no quarrel with legitimate profits of legitimate business, big or little. 

He has suggested no revolutionary chances in our American system. 

That being the case, and I think his actions in the last few years have 

demonstrated this, I think American industrialists should cooperate with him in 

working out the necessary reforms which will help to strengthen this system, 

to make it more workable. Bitter, blind, hateful resistance on their part, 

or sabotage on their part will hurt them quite as much as anyone else. The Thyssens 

in Germany tried to circumvent the social reforms of their German Republic. They 

tried to curb the powers of organized labor, by resorting to m1I anti-democratic 

methods. They financed Hitler and the Nazis. They were fooled. The Ge.J.~man 

people were betrayed by them. In their blind foolish eagerness to safeguard 

their own special privileges, the German people was betrayed into the hands 

of gangsters and war-makers. 

Four hard trying testing yeurs lie ahead for Franklin Delano Roosevelt. 

The Presidency in normal tim.es is a gruelling office. It ages men. Today in tiaes 

of war and. danger, the Presidency of the United States is the most difficult job 

to fill. The White House today is the nerve center of the world. All the 

threads of destiny are gathered there and epochal decisions affecting generations 

yet unborn will be made by the President of the United tates in the next few 

years. Fortunately for twa America, and for us, President Roosevelt is a man 

of hardy constitution. He is inured to political controversy and conflict. 
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He has a saving sense of humor. He can take defeat and he can take victory. 

He will have to plan, during the next few years, for the victory of 

civilization. He will have to plan for peace. He ~~11 have to plan for the 

reconstruction of the world after the war. He wil l have to plan for the 

reconstruction of America's domestic organization following the war, followi the 

boom that the war may create. But it is clear that you not build a permanent 

prosperity on armament. You do not solve unemployment by arming men, and 

by conscription of men. Grave and difficult are the tasks which confront the 

President of the United tates in the next few yearst And in all our hearts, in 

the hearts of all who voted for and against him - for he is the President not 

only of the Democrats, but President of all other partisans in the United States -

in all our hearts i~ a prayer for his continued health and for successful leadership 

of our beloved country, during the next four years. 

Franklin K. Lane who was Secretary of the Int erior in the Cabinet of 

Wilson was a great admirer of AbrahS.11 Lincoln. An::i among the papers found after 

his de th, there was the following written by Franklin K. Lane. I will read it to 

you. 

"I never pass through Chicago without visiting the statue of Lincoln 

by St. Gaudens and standing before it for a moment uncovered. It is to me all 

that America is, physically and spiritually. I look at those long arms and long 

legs, large hands ani feet, and I think that they represent the physical strength 

of this country, its power and its youthful awkwardness. Then I look up at the 

head am see qualities which have made the American -- the strong chin, the 

noble brow, those sober and steadfast eyes. They were thee es of one who saw 

with sympathy and interpreted with common sense. They were the eyes of earnest 

idealism limited am checked by the possible and the practicable. They were 

the eyes of a truly humble spirit, whose ambition was no a love for power but 

a desire to be supremely useful. They were eyes of compa. sion and mercy and a 
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deep understanding. They saw far more than they looked at. They believed in 

far more than they saw. They loved men not for hat they were but for what they 

might become. They were patient eyes, eyes that could wait and wait and live on 

in the faith that right would win. They were eyes hich challenged the nobler 

things in men and brought out the hidden largeness. They were humorous eyes 

that saw things in their true proportions and in their real relationships. They 

looked through cant and pretense and the great and little vanities of great and 

little men. They were the eyes of an unflinching courage and an unfalterin 

faith rising out of a sincere dependence upon the aster of the Universe. To 

elieve in Lincoln is to learn to look through Lincoln's eyes.n 

Our prayer is that the President of the United States will continue to 

look on his people and OOH the world through Lincoln's eyes. 
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ABSTRACT OF ADDRESS DELIVERED BY DR. ABBA HILLEL SILVE AT THE T PLE, • EL AND 
E ST 106TH TREET ON SUNDA ·o Im, N V IBER 10, 1940 

A people accustomed to a hundred nd r· fty "'~a s o~ elec ions, t k lso this 

one in its stride. I on• had t ens riousl the hich 

preceded last Tuesda~, on~ ould have ee le to ex~ect on elec ion mornin in 
votin 

the various booths of then tion, m s arme ith pitch-forks ace or mac 1ine-

guns to save . erica. , ctuall'l, ift .. , ·mi-lion ci i ,..en l:.n d up u • etl .. • a d vote ., 

in a frien::il~ fashion. There e~e no riots an no lood~hed . It as remar.a l e 

exhib "tion of democrac., at its best. Cl rl"' th an t .e· r 

professional politicians lD ev: enced such amazing c of' 0111 restr 

ctta•mwmx attem~ted to arouse ' sions, fec.s and hates no to sp~ _ o_ e ch .ap 

circus sho anship to ich so. e of them stoope. Th ~ople ere not 

in b the panic-mon -ers, and refused to ~e ~t pe~ d. Unlike t e 1oney el c'ions :n 

the totalitnrian states, the inni c did te d"d not receive ninet •-nine d nine-

tenths of the vote. T enty-two million ~~ople rid "No" to him a to one or o her 

of his policies. Thi~ ver. , su st· ntial min rity re in as the ~ov.rru:ient's lo ·al 

oppos · tion,not to sabotage or conspire, ut to offer criticism and 

own con~eption of government. 

keep alive ts 

This is the critic 1 dif rence Bf bet een diet torship and d mo rac .. 

Dictatorship can not survi e with an opposition art. 

w thout it. 

emo~ac can no'" 

To itnor completel t e t 'ent,-t ·o million old e grea 

yield to them comple el would e to etra·" t 1e wi, 1 01. t .. maj ori t the 

twenty-six million merican . Whs e t e manship .:11 tte ;>t, as a 
di.s 

to rec one ile and to conc·liate, to find m . dl cours ·ch will r.ot 
which 

majorit and} ill not em ·tter the . norit Thi will no , . oa , . t • 

rvive 

0 

11 o 

ssi 1 

t he 

·t 

not Sapossible. I elieve th::t President R~osevelt a~ the 

tot tor uch a reconciliation. 

11 and he c p ci 

' 

• 
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The lact elect ' on gave a cl ar .and te , an al.mo- t unanimou rnand'te to th9 

Pr .sident t o 7 0 for ·rd in his ore n polic . Bot. Pre i ent Roosevelt nd ~r . 

illkie called for a aximum assistance t o Gre t Bri~ain . Am0 ricans ve een 

thrilled b • E ~l and' s b ve resistance in recent onths , an res ct fo e 

glish has mounted s y hi gh . The i sh t o ~t and b ~ngland. ~ • t e vor 

closer t ies of unit ~th t h. t Engl and of hich , more than a centu ~ o, :r;-mer son 

said: "The .,tabilit .. o ~nr land 0 !: the securi t of t e modern orld ." 

T ere wa cle r an e to the Presi en to o o rd ..:.t•~ his 
for a 

Good Neighbor policy in this hemisphere, ana/ia:s policy of mutual defense among 

all the American republic~. 

It can not be said th ta similar l.lllanimous a oroval has been given to the 

Jew Deal, to Presi .ent Roosevelt's domestic policy.· 

some middle ground between govP-rnment control and 

erican is r e ching out for 

te control of its nat·onal 

economy. They ant social progress to be maintained and all neces ar y adjust ents 

to be made which will give the masses of t he people a larger share in the social 

goods and ~ greater measure of security. On t he ther and, they are fraid, honestly 

afraid, of too much government, and of the economic regimenta tion of t he na tion 

by a bur aucracy in ashington. They have r euson to fear that a government that gives 

too much comes to take too much, arrl that a government .hich sets out to dispense 

largesse ends up in bankruptcy and in diet torship. 

I believe t hat President Roosevelt 1~ trying t o find this golden mean. 

He believes in the present economic structure, in priv te enterprise, private 

?roperty and t he legitimate rofits of l egitimate busine s. He ha sugge ted no 

revolutionary chang sin our Am ~ican system. American indu tr"alists would o ell 

to cooper te 1th him in working out those mece sary reforms which will insure 

the ·orkability of om- economics stem. Continued blind and bitter re i stance will 

hurt them aa much as any other group in the nation. The Thy sens of Germany can 

convince t hem or it. 
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Four hard, trying, testing years lie ahead for Franklin Delano Roosevelt. 

The presidency of the ni ted St.:, tes is today the nerve center of the world . Threads 

of de tiny are gathered there. It is a crushing burden for any individual to bear. 

President Roosevelt will have to plan for the victory of the democr tic forces 

in the next few years . He will have to plan for peace. He will have to plan 

for the world's reconstruction after the t ar. He d.11 also have to plan for the 

economic reorganiza ion of merica's economy after the fictitious . rosperit ,hich 

will come as a result of our defense program. 

Fortunately, President Roosevelt ha s been blessed with a sturdy constitution. 

He is inured to political controversy. He can take victory as well as defeat . He 

has a saving sense of humor. 

All of us, no longer in the spirit of political partisans, but in the spirit 

of loyal Americans, pray honestly in our heart for his continued health and 

successful leadership of our beloved countrye 




