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The Social Security A c t has been heralded, alike 
by its friends and by i ts critics, as something new 
upon the American scene. T o a certain extent, 
this view is well taken. I t is new for the Uni ted 
States to recognize t h a t the r isk of insecurity is 
Nat ion-wide . I t is new to gauge national action 
against this r isk i n the long terms of prevention 
as well as of protection. I t is unquestionably new 
for the Federal Government to make itself a par ty 
to the enterprise on such a scale. 

Passed i n 1935, effective i n 1936, declared con­
s t i tu t i ona l by the Supreme C o u r t of the U n i t e d 
States i n 1937, the Social Security A c t is now, i n 
1938, an American real i ty . Through i ts opera­
t i on , allowances f rom combined Federal, State, 
and local funds are going each m o n t h into hundreds 
of thousands of homes where there are needy 
persons who are aged or b l ind or children deprived 
of parental support. Public-health programs have 
been expanded and strengthened from coast to 
coast. Similar progress has been made i n promot ­
ing chi ld welfare and vocational reeducation for 
the handicapped. E v e r y State i n the Union has 
an approved unemployment compensation law 
covering the m a j o r i t y of i ts wage earners, and i n 
more than half the States unemployment benefits 
already are being paid. A n d f inal ly , through the 
old-age insurance program, more than 40 m i l l i on 
accounts have been opened to record wages on 
which w i l l be based l i fet ime m o n t h l y payments to 
wage earners when they are old . 

There can be no question t h a t these facts repre­
sent something very new and very real to the m i l ­
lions of Americans w h o m they concern direct ly and 
the tens of mil l ions who, as citizens, also share 
i n the beneficial effects of this Nat ion -wide pro ­
gram. Basically, however, neither the purposes 
nor the methods embodied i n the Social Security 
A c t are new. Insecur i ty is as old as the human 
race; the h istory of c iv i l izat ion m i g h t well be 
described as a progressive struggle to master i t . 

I n colonial days, when life was relat ively s im­
ple, welfare activit ies were also simple and direct. 
Since, i n the language of the times, " labor was 
dear and provision cheap," need was l ike ly to occur 
m a i n l y as the result of death or other physical 
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disaster; and " t h e needy" were s imply those of 
one's neighbors who had suffered such misfortune. 
A typical old town record recites, for example, 
t h a t : "Whereas said A n t h o n y is str iken b l ind and 
his wife is very ancient, by which means they are 
incapable of get t ing a l i v i n g , " they shall receive 
yearly payments for their maintenance "dur ing 
either of their natura l l ives . " Our present public-
assistance program traces a direct line of descent 
from such early provisions. S t i l l more directly 
i t is the outgrowth of State-wide public-assistance 
provisions developed dur ing the past 25 years. 

The idea of j o in ing forces for m u t u a l protection 
has been a hab i t of ours throughout our history. 
M u t u a l cooperation has long been accepted as 
good business; and, practical men t h a t they are, 
American businessmen have been its apostles. 
The pooling of risks through insurance is con­
sidered the epitome of economic respectability by 
those who can afford i t . Social insurance simply 
extends this k i n d of protect ion to those who need 
i t most and have been least able to obtain i t . 

Insofar, then, as the Social Security A c t is new, 
i t represents on extension of basic American pr in­
ciples from the narrow local insular i ty of our early 
public-welfare provisions to the new line-up of 
Federal, State, and local forces for social security 
today. There were legit imate reasons for the 
emphasis our forebears placed on local responsi­
b i l i t y . The idea of localism lay at the foundation 
of the old Elizabethan "poor laws" inherited from 
England. It was the more easily transplanted 
because, i n colonial America, there was no Na­
tional Government nor even anyth ing t h a t closely 
resembled present-day State governments. Both 
the people and the government were close to the 
land, and in an agricultural society the local com­
m u n i t y is the m a i n source of nat ional wealth. 
F ina l l y , there was the mere matter of distance. 
A township, or a county, was about as much terr i ­
t o ry as a public servant could administer—on 
horseback. 

There may be some question whether local 
responsibility worked as wel l , even then, as its 
lat ter -day advocates would have us believe. As 
far back as 1735—a fu l l 200 years before social 
security was accepted as a national responsibil ity— 
the t own of Boston sent a pet i t ion to the Royal 



Governor of Massachusetts, protesting t h a t the 
migration of needy persons from other places was 
burdening i t w i t h an unfair share of the current 
welfare load. No American of 1735 could have 
predicted, however, the changes whi ch , two cen­
turies later, were to br ing that acceptance. T w o 
hundred cities bigger than the largest metropolis 
of colonial days; 20 times as much occupied l a n d ; 40 
times as many people; 100 times as much w e a l t h — 
these are only a few measures of our g rowth . 

When cash and wages must pass through many 
and widely scattered bonds, when the resources of 
the Nat ion are varied and often intangible , then 
without question the t rad i t i ona l agr icultural 
economy has been transformed and the day of 
exclusively local responsibility has passed. I n ­
dustrial progress has given our society on unprece­
dented complexity, characterized by mass produc­
tion, rapid transportat ion, and remote control i n 
the realms of finance and of employment. We 
have been alert to make the most of the business 
advantages of this economic and social integra­
tion, but slow to take measures to forestall the 
human disasters that too often lie in the wake of 
industrial progress. 

The Social Security Act has enabled us to meet 
some of the most urgent needs that have arisen 
from these changes and has la id a foundation for 
the prevention of future needs. This does not 
mean that the act is meeting—or was ever i n ­
tended to meet all our problems or t h a t i t is 
perfect by any measure. But, as Alexander 
Hamilton once said of the Const i tut ion : " T h i s 
system, though not perfect in every part , is upon 
the whole a good one; is the best t h a t the present 
views and circumstances of the country w i l l per­
m i t ; and is such a one as promises * * * 
reasonable * * * securi ty . " T h a t astute ap­
praiser of men and nations went on to recommend 
that the country get down to work under the 
proposed system rather than " i m p r u d e n t l y to pro ­
long the precarious state of our national affairs 
* * * in the chimerical pursuit of a perfect 
p lan . " " F o r , " said he, " I never expect to see a 
perfect work from imperfect man." 

The m a j o r i t y of the American people have 
always regarded their democratic ideals w i t h 
realism. T h e r a p i d i t y w i t h which the social secu­
r i t y program has been woven into the fabric of our 
lives shows t h a t the vast m a j o r i t y see i t as a real ­
istic expression of those ideals—a method of safe­
guarding our people and our economic system by 

extending those wel l -known protections which 
government has always thrown around the prop­
er ty of some men—their farms, their homes, their 
stocks and bonds—to include the only property of 
many more men—the ir oppor tuni ty for a normal 
childhood, their ab i l i t y to work , their jobs, and 
their chance for a t r a n q u i l o ld age. Throughout 
our history we have exercised democratic po l i t i ca l 
control to promote ind iv idua l i n i t i a t i v e i n some 
areas and a t some times, and j o i n t action through 
government i n other areas and at other times, de­
pending upon which seemed most l ike ly , under 
given conditions, to serve the common welfare. 
Y e t whenever changing circumstances have com­
pelled us to ask government to lend a hand i n 
what were once pr ivate responsibilities, there have 
always been some to cry t h a t our cherished i n s t i ­
tut ions and our time-honored tradit ions would 
immediately be overthrown. 

L e t me quote f rom one of these viewers-with-
a larm: " A m o n g these strange notions, * * * 
there is one which has lately seized the minds of 
men, t h a t al l things must be done for them by the 
government, and that they are to do nothing for 
themselves. The government is no t only to attend 
to the great concerns which are its province, b u t i t 
must step i n and ease individuals of their natura l 
and moral obligations. A more pernicious not ion 
cannot prevail . Look at t h a t ragged fellow stag­
gering from the whiskey shop, and see t h a t s lattern 
who has gone there to reclaim h i m ; where are their 
children? R u n n i n g about ragged, idle, ignorant , 
f i t candidates for the penitentiary . W h y is a l l 
this so? Ask the man and he w i l l tel l you , 'Oh , 
the government has undertaken to educate our 
children for us. I t has given us a premium for 
idleness * * *.' The education of their c h i l ­
dren is the first and most obvious d u t y of every 
parent. Is i t the friends of the poor who absolve 
them from w h a t Nature , w h a t God himself has 
made their first and most sacred d u t y ? " 

T h a t is what John Randolph, of Virg inia , thought 
and said i n 1829 about the then " r e v o l u t i o n a r y " 
ins t i tu t i on of public education. I t parallels w h a t 
a few people thought and said i n 1935 about the 
social security program. Y e t i n those 3 years t h a t 
program, l ike public education, has become an 
accepted and practical rea l i ty . B u i l d i n g on their 
post, b u t looking at the present and toward the 
future , the Federal Government, the States, and 
the localities stand shoulder to shoulder to pro -
mote ind iv idua l and national security. 


