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The New Nationalism 
 
 

 All of Theodore Roosevelt’s 1910 New Nationalism Speech is worth reading, but 
portions of it are explained from a self-evident point of view why so many modern 
politicians have adopted Theodore Roosevelt as their hero. 
 

Of that generation of men to whom we owe so much, the man to 

whom we owe most is, of course, Lincoln. Part of our debt to him is 
because he forecast our present struggle and saw the way out. He said: 

"I hold that while man exists it is his duty to improve not only his 
own condition, but to assist in ameliorating mankind." 

And again: 

"Labor is prior to, and independent of, capital. Capital is only the 

fruit of labor, and could never have existed if labor had not first existed. 
Labor is the superior of capital, and deserves much the higher 
consideration." 

If that remark was original with me, I should be even more strongly 
denounced as a Communist agitator than I shall be anyhow. It is Lincoln’s. I 
am only quoting it; and that is one side; that is the side the capitalist 
should hear. Now, let the working man hear his side. 

"Capital has its rights, which are as worthy of protection as any 
other rights. . . . Nor should this lead to a war upon the owners of 
property. Property is the fruit of labor; . . . property is desirable; is a 
positive good in the world." 

And then comes a thoroughly Lincoln-like sentence: 

"Let not him who is houseless pull down the house of another, but 
let him work diligently and build one for himself, thus by example assuring 
that his own shall be safe from violence when built." 

It seems to me that, in these words, Lincoln took substantially the 
attitude that we ought to take; he showed the proper sense of proportion 
in his relative estimates of capital and labor, of human rights and property 
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rights. Above all, in this speech, as in many others, he taught a lesson in 
wise kindliness and charity; an indispensable lesson to us of today. But this 
wise kindliness and charity never weakened his arm or numbed his heart. 
We cannot afford weakly to blind ourselves to the actual conflict which 
faces us today. The issue is joined, and we must fight or fail. 

* *  * 
 

Practical equality of opportunity for all citizens, when we achieve it, 

will have two great results. First, every man will have a fair chance to make 
of himself all that in him lies; to reach the highest point to which his 
capacities, unassisted by special privilege of his own and unhampered by 
the special privilege of others, can carry him, and to get for himself and his 
family substantially what he has earned. Second, equality of opportunity 
means that the commonwealth will get from every citizen the highest 
service of which he is capable. No man who carries the burden of the 
special privileges of another can give to the commonwealth that service to 
which it is fairly entitled. 
 

*  *  * 
 

The true friend of property, the true conservative, is he who insists 
that property shall be the servant and not the master of the 
commonwealth; who insists that the creature of man’s making shall be the 
servant and not the master of the man who made it. The citizens of the 
United States must effectively control the mighty commercial forces which 
they have called into being. 

There can be no effective control of corporations while their 
political activity remains. To put an end to it will be neither a short nor an 
easy task, but it can be done. 

We must have complete and effective publicity of corporate affairs, 
so that the people may know beyond peradventure whether the 
corporations obey the law and whether their management entitles them 
to the confidence of the public. It is necessary that laws should be passed 
to prohibit the use of corporate funds directly or indirectly for political 
purposes; it is still more necessary that such laws should be thoroughly 
enforced. Corporate expenditures for political purposes, and especially 
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such expenditures by public-service corporations, have supplied one of the 
principal sources of corruption in our political affairs. 

 *  *  * 
 

The absence of effective State, and, especially, national, restraint 

upon unfair money-getting has tended to create a small class of 
enormously wealthy and economically powerful men, whose chief object 
is to hold and increase their power. The prime need to is to change the 
conditions which enable these men to accumulate power which it is not 

for the general welfare that they should hold or exercise. We grudge no 
man a fortune which represents his own power and sagacity, when 
exercised with entire regard to the welfare of his fellows. Again, comrades 
over there, take the lesson from your own experience. Not only did you 
not grudge, but you gloried in the promotion of the great generals who 
gained their promotion by leading their army to victory. So it is with us. 
We grudge no man a fortune in civil life if it is honorably obtained and well 
used. It is not even enough that it should have been gained without doing 
damage to the community. We should permit it to be gained only so long 
as the gaining represents benefit to the community. This, I know, implies a 
policy of a far more active governmental interference with social and 
economic conditions in this country than we have yet had, but I think we 
have got to face the fact that such an increase in governmental control is 
now necessary. 

No man should receive a dollar unless that dollar has been fairly 
earned. Every dollar received should represent a dollar’s worth of service 
rendered-not gambling in stocks, but service rendered. The really big 
fortune, the swollen fortune, by the mere fact of its size, acquires qualities 
which differentiate it in kind as well as in degree from what is possessed 
by men of relatively small means. Therefore, I believe in a graduated 
income tax on big fortunes, and in another tax which is far more easily 
collected and far more effective-a graduated inheritance tax on big 
fortunes, properly safeguarded against evasion, and increasing rapidly in 
amount with the size of the estate. 

The people of the United States suffer from periodical financial 
panics to a degree substantially unknown to the other nations, which 
approach us in financial strength. There is no reason why we should suffer 
what they escape. It is of profound importance that our financial system 
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should be promptly investigated, and so thoroughly and effectively revised 
as to make it certain that hereafter our currency will no longer fail at 
critical times to meet our needs.  

 *  *  * 
 

Nothing is more true than that excess of every kind is followed by 
reaction; a fact which should be pondered by reformer and reactionary 
alike. We are face to face with new conceptions of the relations of 

property to human welfare, chiefly because certain advocates of the rights 
of property as against the rights of men have been pushing their claims 
too far. The man who wrongly holds that every human right is secondary 
to his profit must now give way to the advocate of human welfare, who 
rightly maintains that every man holds his property subject to the general 
right of the community to regulate its use to whatever degree the public 
welfare may require it. 
 
 *  *  * 

I believe in shaping the ends of government to protect property as 

well as human welfare. Normally, and in the long run, the ends are the 
same; but whenever the alternative must be faced, I am for men and not 
for property, as you were in the Civil War. I am far from underestimating 
the importance of dividends; but I rank dividends below human character. 
Again, I do not have any sympathy with the reformer who says he does not 
care for dividends. Of course, economic welfare is necessary, for a man 
must pull his own weight and be able to support his family. I know well 
that the reformers must not bring upon the people economic ruin, or the 
reforms themselves will go down in the ruin. But we must be ready to face 
temporary disaster, whether or not brought on by those who will war 
against us to the knife. Those who oppose reform will do well to 
remember that ruin in its worst form is inevitable if our national life brings 
us nothing better than swollen fortunes for the few and the triumph in 
both politics and business of a sordid and selfish materialism. 

If our political institutions were perfect, they would absolutely 
prevent the political domination of money in any part of our affairs. We 
need to make our political representatives more quickly and sensitively 
responsive to the people whose servants they are. More direct action by 

the people in their own affairs under proper safeguards is vitally 
necessary. The direct primary is a step in this direction, if it is associated 
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with a corrupt-services act effective to prevent the advantage of the man 
willing recklessly and unscrupulously to spend money over his more 
honest competitor. It is particularly important that all moneys received or 
expended for campaign purposes should be publicly accounted for, not 
only after election, but before election as well. Political action must be 
made simpler, easier, and freer from confusion for every citizen. I believe 
that the prompt removal of unfaithful or incompetent public servants 

should be made easy and sure in whatever way experience shall show to 
be most expedient in any given class of cases. 

One of the fundamental necessities in a representative government 
such as ours is to make certain that the men to whom the people delegate 
their power shall serve the people by whom they are elected, and not the 
special interests. I believe that every national officer, elected or appointed, 
should be forbidden to perform any service or receive any compensation, 
directly or indirectly, from interstate corporations; and a similar provision 
could not fail to be useful within the States. 

 

 Where are candidates like Theodore Roosevelt? 
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