A NEW AMERICAN REALITY
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The Social Security Act has been heralded, alike
by its friends and by its critics, as something now
upon the American scono. "o a certain extent,
this viow is well taken. It is now for the United
States to recognize that the risk of insecurity is
Nation-wide. It is new to gaugoe national nction
againsgt this risk in the long torms of prevention
as well as of protection. It is unquestionably now
for the Tederal Government to make itself a party
to tho enterprise on such a scale.

Passed in 1935, offective in 1036, declared con-
stitutional by tho Supremo Court of the United
States in 1937, the Social Security Act is now, in
1038, an American reality. Through its opera-
tion, allowances from combined Federal, State,
and local funds are going ench month into hundreds
of thousends of homes where there are needy
persons who are aged or blind or children deprived
of parontal support. Iublic-health programs have
beon expanded and strengthened fromn coast to
coast. Similar progress has been made in promot-
ing child welfare and vocational reeducation for
the handicapped. Kvery State in the Union has
an approved unemployment compensation law
covering the majority of its wago enrners, and in
more than hall the States unemployment benefits
already aro being paid.  And finally, through the
old-ngo insurance program, more than 40 million
accounts have been opened to record wages on
which will be based lifztime monthly payments to
wagoe earnors when they aroe old,

There can bo no question that these facts repre-
sent somothing very new and very real to the mil-
lions of Americans whomn they concern direetly and
tho tens of millions who, ns citizens, also share
in the beneficial cffects of this Nation-wide pro-
gram. Basically, however, neithor the purposcs
nor the methods embedied in the Social Security
Act are now. Insccurity is as old as the lhuman
race; tho history of civilization might well bo
deseribed as a progressive struggle to mastor it.

In colonial days, when lifo wns relatively sim-
ple, wolfare aetivities wero also simple and direct.
Since, in tho language of tho times, “labor wans
dear and provision cheap,” need was likely to occur
mainly as tho result of death or other physical
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disaster; and “the needy’ were simply those of
one’s neighbors who had suflered such misfortune,
A typical old town record recites, for example,
that: ““Whercas snid Anthony is striken hlind and
his wife is very ancient, by which means they are
incapable of getting n living,” they shall receive
yearly payments for their maintenance “during
oither of their natural lives.”  Our present public.
assistnnee program traces a direct line of descent
from such early provisions, Still more directly
it is the outgrowth of State-wide public-assistance
provisions developed during the pust 25 years.

The idea of joining forces for mutunl protection
has been o habit of ours throughout our history,
Mutual cooperation has loug been accepted as
good business; and, practical men that they are,
American businessmen have been its apostles.
The pooling of risks through insuranee is con-
sidered the epitome of economie respectability by
those who can afford it,
extends this kind of protection to those who need
it most and have been least able to obtain it.

Insofar, then, as the Social Secnrity Act is new,
it represents an extension of basic American prin-
ciples from the narrow local insularity of our early
public-wellare provisions to the new line-up of
Federal, State, and loeal forees for socinl security
today. "There were legitimate reasons for the
emphasis our forebears placed on loeal responsi-
bility. ‘The idea of localism Iny at the foundation
of the old Elizabethan “poor laws” inherited from
England. 1t was the more casily transplanted
because, in eoloninl America, there was no Na-
tionnl Government nor even anything that closely
resembled present-dey State governments. Ioth
the people nnd the government were ¢lose to the
land, and in an agricultural society the local com-
munity is the main source of national wealth.
Finaily, there was the mere matter of distance.
A township, or a county, was about ns much terri-
tory ns a public servant could administer—on
horseback,

There may be some question whether loeal
responsibility worked ns well, even then, ns its
Inttor-dny advocates would have us believe. As
far back as 1735—a full 200 years before social
seeurity was necepled as a national responsibility —
the town of Boston sent a petition to the Royal
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Governor of Massachusotts, protesting that the
migration of needy porsons from other places was
burdening it with an unfair share of the current
welfare load. No American of 1735 could have
predicted, however, the changes which, two cen-
turies later, were to bring that receptance. Two
hundred cities bigger than tho Iargest metropolis
of coloninl days; 20 times asmuch occupied land ; 40
times ns many people; 100 times as much wealth—
these are only a few measures of our growth.

When eash and wages must pass through many
nnd widely seattered hands, when the resources of
the Nation are varied and often intanpgible, then
without question the iraditional agricultural
cconomy has been transformed and the day of
exclusively loeal responsibility has passed. In-
dusirinl progress has given our society an unprece-
dented complexity, churacterized by mass produe-
tion, rapid transportation, and remote control in
the realins of finnnee and of employment. We
have been nlert to make the most of the business
ndvantages of this cconomic and socinl integra-
tion, but slow to take mensures to forestall the
humnn disnsters that too often lie in the wake of
industrinl progress.

The Social Security Aet has enabled us to meet
some of the most urgent. needs that have arisen
frem these changes and has Inid a foundation for
the prevention of future needs. This does not
mean that the net is meeting—or was ever in-
tended to meet- all our problems or that it is
perfeet by any measore. But, ns  Alexander
Hamilton once said of the Constitution: “This
system, though not perfect in every part, is upon
the whole & good one; is the best that the present
views and circumstances of the ecountry will per-
mit; and iy such n one as promises * * *
rensonable * * * gecurity.” That asiute ap-
praiser of men and nations went on to recommend
that the country get down to work under the
proposed system rather than “imprudenily Lo pro-
long the precarious state of our national affairs
* * * in the chimerieal pursuit of a perfect
plan.” “Ior,” said he, “I never expect to sce a
perfect work from imperfect man.”

The majority of the American people havo
nlways regarded their demoeratic ideals with
renlism.  The rapidity with which the soeial secu-
rity progrnm has been woven into the fabric of our
lives shows that the vast majority see it ns n real-
istic expression of those ideals—n method of safe-
guarding our people nnd our economic systom by
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oxtonding those woll-known protections which
government has always thrown around tho prop-
erty of somo men—their farms, their homoes, their
stocks and bonds—to includo the only property of
many more men—-their opportunity for a normal
childhood, their ability to work, their jobs, and
their chance for a tranquil old age. Throughout
our history we have exercisod democratic political
control to promoto individual initiative in some
arens nnd at somo times, and joint action through
government in other arcas and at other timnes, de-
pending upon which scemed most likely, under
given conditions, to serve the commmon welfare.
Yet whenever changing cireumstances have com-
pelled us to ask government to lend o hand in
what were once private responsibilities, there have
always been some to cry that our choerished insti-
tutions and our time-honored traditions would
immedintely be overthrown.

Iet me quote from one of thoso viewers-with-
alarm: ‘“Among these strange notions, * * *
there is onoe which has lately seized the minds of
men, that all things must be done for them by the
government, and that they are to do nothing for
themselves.  The government is not only to attend
to the great concerns which are its provinee, but it
must step in and case individuals of their natural
and moral obligations. A more pernicious notion
eannot prevail. Look at that ragged fellow stag-
gering from the whiskey shop, and sco that slattern
who has gone there to reclaim him; whero are their
children? Running about ragged, idle, ignorant,
fit candidates for the penitentiary. Why is all
this so? Ask the man and he will tell you, ‘Oh,
the government has undertaken to eduente our
children for us. It has given us a premium for
idleness  *  * %' ‘Fhe oducation of their chil-
dren is the first and most obvious duty of every
parent. ls it the friends of the poor who absolve
them from what Nature, what God himsolf has
mado their first and most sacred duty?”’

Thatis what John Randolph, of Virginia, thought
and said in 1829 about the thon “revolutionary’
institution of public edueation, It parallcls what
a few people thought and said in 1935 about the
social security program. Yet in theso 3 years that
program, like public education, has hecome an
accepted and practienl reality. DBuilding on their
past, but looking at the present pnd toward the
[uture, the Federal Government, tho States, and
the loealities stand shoulder to shoulder to pro-
mote individual and nationnl security.



