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resulting not from birth, but from our actions and their sense of them; enlightened by a benign 

religion, professed, indeed, and practiced in various forms, yet all of them inculcating honesty, truth, 
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government and by the intelligence and patriotism of the people, we shall be able, under the 

protection of Providence, to cause all our just rights to be respected…. 

I consider it one of the most urgent of my duties to bring to your attention the propriety of amending 

that part of our Constitution which relates to the election of President and Vice-President. Our system 

of government was by its framers deemed an experiment, and they therefore consistently provided a 

mode of remedying its defects. 

To the people belongs the right of electing their Chief Magistrate; it was never designed that their 

choice should in any case be defeated, either by the intervention of electoral colleges or by the 

agency confided, under certain contingencies, to the House of Representatives. Experience proves 

that in proportion as agents to execute the will of the people are multiplied there is danger of their 

wishes being frustrated. Some may be unfaithful; all are liable to err. So far, therefore, as the people 

can with convenience speak, it is safer for them to express their own will. 

The number of aspirants to the Presidency and the diversity of the interests which may influence their 

claims leave little reason to expect a choice in the first instance, and in that event the election must 

devolve on the House of Representatives, where it is obvious the will of the people may not be 

always ascertained, or, if ascertained, may not be regarded. From the mode of voting by States the 

choice is made by twenty-four votes, and it may often occur that one of these will be controlled by an 

individual Representative. Honors and offices are at the disposal of the successful candidate. 

Repeated ballotings may make it apparent that a single individual holds the cast in his hand. May he 

not be tempted to name his reward? But even without corruption, supposing the probity of the 

Representative to be proof against the powerful motives by which it may be assailed, the will of the 

people is still constantly liable to be misrepresented. One may err from ignorance of the wishes of his 

constituents; another from a conviction that it is his duty to be governed by his own judgement of the 

fitness of the candidates; finally, although all were inflexibly honest, all accurately informed of the 

wishes of their constituents, yet under the present mode of election a minority may often elect a 
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There are, perhaps, few men who can for any great length of time enjoy office and power without 

being more or less under the influence of feelings unfavorable to the faithful discharge of their public 

duties. Their integrity may be proof against improper considerations immediately addressed to 

themselves, but they are apt to acquire a habit of looking with indifference upon the public interests 

and of tolerating conduct from which an unpracticed man would revolt. Office is considered as a 

species of property, and government rather as a means of promoting individual interests than as an 

instrument created solely for the service of the people. Corruption in some and in others a perversion 

of correct feelings and principles divert government from its legitimate ends and make it an engine for 

the support of the few at the expense of the many. The duties of all public officers are, or at least 

admit of being made, so plain and simple that men of intelligence may readily qualify themselves for 

their performance; and I cannot [but] believe that more is lost by the long continuance of men in office 
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SOURCE:	 https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/first-inaugural-address-fdr/ 
 

I am certain that my fellow Americans expect that on my induction into the Presidency I will address 

them with a candor and a decision which the present situation of our Nation impels. This is 

preeminently the time to speak the truth, the whole truth, frankly and boldly. Nor need we shrink from 

honestly facing conditions in our country today. This great Nation will endure as it has endured, will 

revive and will prosper. So, first of all, let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear 

is fear itself – nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert 

retreat into advance. In every dark hour of our national life a leadership of frankness and vigor has 
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Practices of the unscrupulous money changers stand indicted in the court of public opinion, rejected 

by the hearts and minds of men. 

True they have tried, but their efforts have been cast in the pattern of an outworn tradition. Faced by 

failure of credit they have proposed only the lending of more money. Stripped of the lure of profit by 

which to induce our people to follow their false leadership, they have resorted to exhortations, 

pleading tearfully for restored confidence. They know only the rules of a generation of self-seekers. 

They have no vision, and when there is no vision the people perish.  

The money changers have fled from their high seats in the temple of our civilization. We may now 

restore that temple to the ancient truths. The measure of the restoration lies in the extent to which we 

apply social values more noble than mere monetary profit. 

Happiness lies not in the mere possession of money; it lies in the joy of achievement, in the thrill of 

creative effort. The joy and moral stimulation of work no longer must be forgotten in the mad chase of 

evanescent profits. These dark days will be worth all they cost us if they teach us that our true destiny 

is not to be ministered unto but to minister to ourselves and to our fellow men. 

Recognition of the falsity of material wealth as the standard of success goes hand in hand with the 

abandonment of the false belief that public office and high political position are to be valued only by 

the standards of pride of place and personal profit; and there must be an end to a conduct in banking 

and in business which too often has given to a sacred trust the likeness of callous and selfish 

wrongdoing. Small wonder that confidence languishes, for it thrives only on honesty, on honor, on the 

sacredness of obligations, on faithful protection, on unselfish performance; without them it cannot 

live. 

Restoration calls, however, not for changes in ethics alone. This Nation asks for action, and action 

now. 
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Our greatest primary task is to put people to work. This is no unsolvable problem if we face it wisely 
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Action in this image and to this end is feasible under the form of government which we have inherited 

from our ancestors. Our Constitution is so simple and practical that it is possible always to meet 

extraordinary needs by changes in emphasis and arrangement without loss of essential form. That is 

why our constitutional system has proved itself the most superbly enduring political mechanism the 
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the stern performance of duty by old and young alike. We aim at the assurance of a rounded and 

permanent national life. 

We do not distrust the future of essential democracy. The people of the United States have not failed. 

In their need they have registered a mandate that they want direct, vigorous action. They have asked 

for discipline and direction under leadership. They have made me the present instrument of their 

wishes. In the spirit of the gift I take it. 

In this dedication of a Nation we humbly ask the blessing of God. May He protect each and every one 

of us. May He guide me in the days to come. 
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To the Senate. 

The bill “to modify and continue” the act entitled “An act to incorporate the subscribers to the Bank of 

the United States” was presented to me on the 4th July instant. Having considered it with that solemn 

regard to the principles of the Constitution which the day was calculated to inspire, and come to the 

conclusion that it ought not to become a law, I herewith return it to the Senate, in which it originated, 

with my objections. 

A bank of the United States is in many respects convenient for the government and useful to the 

people. Entertaining this opinion, and deeply impressed with the belief that some of the powers and 

privileges possessed by the existing bank are unauthorized by the Constitution, subversive of the 

rights of the states, and dangerous to the liberties of the people, I felt it my duty at an early period of 
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It is maintained by the advocates of the bank that its constitutionality in all its features ought to be 

considered as settled by precedent and by the decision of the Supreme Court. To this conclusion I 

cannot assent. Mere precedent is a dangerous source of authority, and should not be regarded as 

deciding questions of constitutional power except where the acquiescence of the people and the 

states can be considered as well settled. So far from this being the case on this subject, an argument 

against the bank might be based on precedent. One Congress, in 1791, decided in favor of a bank; 

another, in 1811, decided against it. One Congress, in 1815, decided against a bank; another, in 

1816, decided in its favor. . . . 

If the opinion of the Supreme Court covered the whole ground of this act, it ought not to control the 

coordinate authorities of this government. The Congress, the Executive, and the Court must each for 

itself be guided by its own opinion of the Constitution. Each public officer who takes an oath to 

support the Constitution swears that he will support it as he understands it, and not as it is 

understood by others. It is as much the duty of the House of Representatives, of the Senate, and of 

the president to decide upon the constitutionality of any bill or resolution which may be presented to 

them for passage or approval as it is of the supreme judges when it may be brought before them for 

judicial decision. The opinion of the judges has no more authority over Congress than the opinion of 

Congress has over the judges, and on that point the president is independent of both. The authority 

of the Supreme Court must not, therefore, be permitted to control the Congress or the executive 

when acting in their legislative capacities, but to have only such influence as the force of their 

reasoning may deserve. 
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accordance with that provision of the Constitution which declares that Congress shall have power “to 

make all laws which shall be necessary and proper for carrying those powers into execution.” Having 

satisfied themselves that the word “necessary” in the Constitution means “needful,” “requisite,” 

“essential,” “conducive to,” and that “a bank” is a convenient, a useful, and essential instrument in the 

prosecution of the government’s “fiscal operations,” they conclude that to “use one must be within the 

discretion of Congress” and that “the act to incorporate the Bank of the United States is a law made 

in pursuance of the Constitution”; “but,” say they, “where the law is not prohibited and is really 

calculated to effect any of the objects intrusted to the government, to undertake here to inquire into 

the degree of its necessity would be to pass the line which circumscribes the judicial department and 

to tread on legislative ground.” 

The principle here affirmed is that the “degree of its necessity,” involving all the details of a banking 

institution, is a question exclusively for legislative consideration. A bank is constitutional, but it is the 

province of the legislature to determine whether this or that particular power, privilege, or exemption 

is “necessary and proper” to enable the bank to discharge its duties to the government, and from their 

decision there is no appeal to the courts of justice. Under the decision of the Supreme Court, 

therefore, it is the exclusive province of Congress and the president to decide whether the particular 

features of this act are necessary and proper in order to enable the bank to perform conveniently and 

efficiently the public duties assigned to it as a fiscal agent, and therefore constitutional, 

or unnecessary and improper, and therefore unconstitutional. 

Without commenting on the general principle affirmed by the Supreme Court, let us examine the 
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The original act of incorporation, section 2I, enacts “that no other bank shall be established by any 

future law of the United States during the continuance of the corporation hereby created, for which 

the faith of the United States is hereby pledged: Provided, Congress may renew existing charters for 

banks within the District of Columbia not increasing the capital thereof, and may also establish any 

other bank or banks in said District with capitals not exceeding in the whole $6,000,000 if they shall 

deem 
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The bank is professedly established as an agent of the executive branch of the government, and its 

constitutionality is maintained on that ground. Neither upon the propriety of present action nor upon 

the provisions of this act was the executive consulted. It has had no opportunity to say that it neither 

needs nor wants an agent clothed with such powers and favored by such exemptions. There is 

nothing in its legitimate functions which makes it necessary or proper. Whatever interest or influence, 

whether public or private, has given birth to this act, it cannot be found either in the wishes or 

necessities of the executive department, by which present action is deemed premature, and the 

powers conferred upon its agent not only unnecessary, but dangerous to the government and 

country. . . . 

It is to be regretted that the rich and powerful too often bend the acts of government to their selfish 

purposes. Distinctions in society will always exist under every just government. Equality of talents, of 

education, or of wealth cannot be produced by human institutions. In the full enjoyment of the gifts of 

heaven and the fruits of superior industry, economy, and virtue, every man is equally entitled to 

protection by law; but when the laws undertake to add to these natural and just advantages artificial 

distinctions, to grant titles, gratuities, and exclusive privileges, to make the rich richer and the potent 

more powerful, the humble members of society—the farmers, mechanics, and laborers—who have 

neither the time nor the means of securing like favors to themselves, have a right to complain of the 

injustice of their government. There are no necessary evils in government. Its evils exist only in its 

abuses. If it would confine itself to equal protection, and, as heaven does its rains, shower its favors 

alike on the high and the low, the rich and the poor, it would be an unqualified blessing. In the act 

before me there seems to be a wide and unnecessary departure from these just principles. 



 
 
 

 pg. 22 
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. . . The issue of Government has always been whether individual men and women will have to serve 

some system of Government or economics, or whether a system of Government and economics 

exists to serve individual men and women. This question has persistently dominated the discussion 

of government for many generations. On questions relating to these things men have differed, and for 

time immemorial it is probable that honest men will continue to differ. 

The final word belongs to no man; yet we can still believe in change and in progress. Democracy, as 

a dear old friend of mine in Indiana, Meredith Nicholson, has called it, is a quest, a never-ending 

seeking for better things, and in the seeking for these things and the striving for them, there are many 

roads to follow. But, if we map the course of these roads, we find that there are only two general 

directions. 

When we look about us, we are likely to forget how hard people have worked to win the privilege of 

government. The growth of the national Governments of Europe was a struggle for the development 

of a centralized force in the Nation, strong enough to impose peace upon ruling barons. In many 

instances the victory of the central Government, the creation of a strong central Government, was a 

haven of refuge to the individual. The people preferred the master far away to the exploitation and 

cruelty of the smaller master near at hand. 

But the creators of national Government were perforce ruthless men. They were often cruel in their 

methods, but they did strive steadily toward something that society needed and very much wanted, a 

strong central State able to keep the peace, to stamp out civil war, to put the unruly nobleman in his 
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development among the Nations of Europe, however, had been completed, ambition and 

ruthlessness, having served their term, tended to overstep their mark. 

There came a growing feeling that Government was conducted for the benefit of a few who thrived 

unduly at the expense of all. The people sought a balancing – a limiting force. There came gradually, 

through town councils, trade guilds, national parliaments, by constitution and by popular participation 

and control, limitations on arbitrary power. 

Another factor that tended to limit the power of those who ruled, was the rise of the ethical conception 
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population is of laborers, our rich who cannot live without labor, either manual or professional, being 

few and of moderate wealth. Most of the laboring class possess property, cultivate their own lands, 

have families and from the demand for their labor, are enabled to exact from the rich and the 

competent such prices as enable them to feed abundantly, clothe above mere decency, to labor 
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haven for men to whom the East did not provide a place. So great were our natural resources that we 

could offer this relief not only to our own people, but to the distressed of all the world; we could invite 

immigration from Europe, and welcome it with open arms. Traditionally, when a depression came a 

new section of land was opened in the West; and even our temporary misfortune served our manifest 

destiny. 

It was in the middle of the nineteenth century that a new force was released and a new dream 

created. The force was what is called the industrial revolution, the advance of steam and machinery 

and the rise of the forerunners of the modern industrial plant. The dream was the dream of an 

economic machine, able to raise the standard of living for everyone; to bring luxury within the reach 

of the humblest; to annihilate distance by steam power and later by electricity, and to release 

everyone from the drudgery of the heaviest manual toil. It was to be expected that this would 

necessarily affect Government. Heretofore, Government had merely been called upon to produce 

conditions within which people could live happily, labor peacefully, and rest secure. Now it was called 

upon to aid in the consummation of this new dream. There was, however, a shadow over the dream. 

To be made real, it required use of the talents of men of tremendous will and tremendous ambition, 

since by no other force could the problems of financing and engineering and new developments be 

brought to a consummation. 

So manifest were the advantages of the machine age, however, that the United States fearlessly, 

cheerfully, and, I think, rightly, accepted the bitter with the sweet. It was thought that no price was too 

high to pay for the advantages which we could draw from a finished industrial system. This history of 

the last half century is accordingly in large measure a history of a group of financial Titans, whose 
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to the United States. As long as we had free land; as long as population was growing by leaps and 

bounds; as long as our industrial plants were insufficient to supply our own needs, society chose to 

give the ambitious man free play and unlimited reward provided only that he produced the economic 

plant so much desired. 

During this period of expansion, there was equal opportunity for all and the business of Government 

was not to interfere but to assist in the development of industry. This was done at the request of 

business men themselves. The tariff was originally imposed for the purpose of “fostering our infant 

industry,” a phrase I think the older among you will remember as a political issue not so long ago. 

The railroads were subsidized, sometimes by grants of money, oftener by grants of land; some of the 

most valuable oil lands in the United States were granted to assist the financing of the railroad which 

pushed through the Southwest. A nascent merchant marine was assisted by grants of money, or by 
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great uncontrolled and irresponsible units of power within the State. Clear-sighted men saw with fear 

the danger that opportunity would no longer be equal; that the growing corporation, like the feudal 

baron of old, might threaten the economic freedom of individuals to earn a living. In that hour, our 

antitrust laws were born. The cry was raised against the great corporations. Theodore Roosevelt, the 

first great Republican Progressive, fought a Presidential campaign on the issue of “trust busting” and 

talked freely about malefactors of great wealth. If the government had a policy it was rather to turn 

the clock back, to destroy the large combinations and to return to the time when every man owned 

his individual small business. 

This was impossible; Theodore Roosevelt, abandoning the idea of “trust busting,” was forced to work 

out a difference between “good” trusts and “bad” trusts. The Supreme Court set forth the famous “rule 

of reason” by which it seems to have meant that a concentration of industrial power was permissible 
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large combinations of capital will presently find himself either squeezed out or obliged to sell and 

allow himself to be absorbed.”
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in the fields which still have no great concerns, the small man starts under a handicap. The unfeeling 

statistics of the past three decades show that the independent business man is running a losing race. 

Perhaps he is forced to the wall; perhaps he cannot command credit; perhaps he is “squeezed out,” 

in Mr. Wilson’s words, by highly organized corporate competitors, as your corner grocery man can tell 

you. Recently a careful study was made of the concentration of business in the United States. It 

showed that our economic life was dominated by some six hundred odd corporations who controlled 

two-thirds of American industry. Ten million small business men divided the other third. More striking 

still, it appeared that if the process of concentration goes on at the same rate, at the end of another 

century we shall have all American industry controlled by a dozen corporations, and run by perhaps a 
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the problem of an unduly ambitious central Government by modifying it gradually into a constitutional 

democratic Government. So today we are modifying and controlling our economic units. 

As I see it, the task of Government in its relation to business is to assist the development of an 

economic declaration of rights, an economic constitutional order. This is the common task of 

statesman and business man. It is the minimum requirement of a more permanently safe order of 

things. 

Happily, the times indicate that to create such an order not only is the proper policy of Government, 

but it is the only line of safety for our economic structures as well. We know, now, that these 

economic units cannot exist unless prosperity is uniform, that is, unless purchasing power is well 

distributed throughout every group in the Nation. That is why even the most selfish of corporations for 

its own interest would be glad to see wages restored and unemployment ended and to bring the 

Western farmer back to his accustomed level of prosperity and to assure a permanent safety to both 

groups. That is why some enlightened industries themselves endeavor to limit the freedom of action 

of each man and business group within the industry in the common interest of all; why business men 

everywhere are asking a form of organization which will bring the scheme into balance, even though 

it may in some measure qualify the freedom of action of individual units within the business. 

The exposition need not further be elaborated. It is brief and incomplete, but you will be able to 

expand it in terms of your own business or occupation without difficulty. I think everyone who has 

actually entered the economic struggle – which means everyone who was not born to safe wealth – 

knows in his own experience and his own life that we have now to apply the earlier concepts of 

American Government to the conditions of today. 

The Declaration of Independence discusses the problem of Government in terms of a contract. 

Government is a relation of give and take, a contract, perforce, if we would follow the thinking out of 
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individual may attain such power as his ability permits, consistent with his assuming the 

accompanying responsibility. 

All this is a long, slow talk. Nothing is more striking than the simple innocence of the men who insist, 

whenever an objective is present, on the prompt production of a patent scheme guaranteed to 

produce a result. Human endeavor is not so simple as that. Government includes the art of 

formulating a policy, and using the political technique to attain so much of that policy as will receive 

general support; persuading, leading, sacrificing, teaching always, because the greatest duty of a 

statesman is to educate. But in the matters of which I have spoken, we are learning rapidly, in a 

severe school. The lessons so learned must not be forgotten, even in the mental lethargy of a 

speculative upturn. We must build toward the time when a major depression cannot occur again; and 

if this means sacrificing the easy profits of inflationist booms, then let them go; and good riddance. 

Faith in America, faith in our tradition of personal responsibility, faith in our institutions, faith in 

ourselves demand that we recognize the new terms of the old social contract. We shall fulfill them, as 

we fulfilled the obligation of the apparent Utopia which Jefferson imagined for us in 1776, and which 

Jefferson, Roosevelt and Wilson sought to bring to realization. We must do so, lest a rising tide of 

misery, engendered by our common failure, engulf us all. But failure is not an American habit; and in 

the strength of great hope we must all shoulder our common load. 

	


