
NAME _____________________________                  Mod  ____           Ms. Pojer     AHAP            HGHS 
 

                Teddy Roosevelt:  The First Modern President 
 

 

Document 1 

To the Senate and House of Representatives: .  
          The tremendous and highly complex industrial development which went on with ever-accelerated 
rapidity during the latter half of the nineteenth century brings us face to face, at the beginning of the 
twentieth, with very serious social problems.  
          The old laws, and the old customs which had almost the binding force of law, were once quite 
sufficient to regulate the accumulation and distribution of wealth. Since the industrial changes which have so 
enormously increased the productive power of mankind, they are no longer sufficient.  
       The growth of cities has gone on beyond comparison faster than the growth of the country, and the 
upbuilding of the great industrial centers has meant a startling increase, not merely in the aggregate of 
wealth, but in the number of very large individual, and especially of very large corporate, fortunes. The 
creation of these great corporate fortunes has not been due to the tariff nor to any other governmental 
action, but to natural causes in the business world, operating in other countries as they operate in our own.  
          The process has aroused much antagonism, a great part of which is wholly without warrant. . . . The 
captains of industry who have driven the railway systems across this continent, who have built up our 
commerce, who have developed our manufactures, have on the whole done great good to our people. 
Without them the material development of which we are so justly proud could never have taken place.  
          Moreover, we should recognize the immense importance of this material development by leaving as 
unhampered as is compatible with the public good the strong and forceful men upon whom the success of 
business operations inevitably rests. The slightest study of business conditions will satisfy any one capable 
of forming a judgment that the personal equation is the most important factor in a business operation; that 
the business ability of the man at the head of any business concern, big or little, is usually the factor which 
fixes the gulf between striking success and hopeless failure.  
         An additional reason for caution in dealing with corporations is to be found in the international 
commercial conditions of today. The same business conditions which have produced the great aggregations 
of corporate and individual wealth have made them very potent factors in international commercial 
competition. Business concerns which have the largest means at their disposal and are managed by the 
ablest men are naturally those which take the lead in the strife for commercial supremacy among the nations 
of the world. America has only just begun to assume that commanding position in the international business 
world which we believe will more and more be hers. It is of the utmost importance that this position be not 
jeopardized, especially at a time when the overflowing abundance of our own natural resources and the skill, 
business energy, and mechanical aptitude of our people make foreign markets essential. Under such 
conditions it would be most unwise to cramp or to fetter the youthful strength of our nation.  
          Moreover, it cannot too often be pointed out that to strike with ignorant violence at the interests of one 
set of men almost inevitably endangers the interests of all. The fundamental rule in our national life-the rule 
which underlies all others-is that, on the whole, and in the long run, we shall go up or down together. . . .  
The mechanism of modern business is so delicate that extreme care must be taken not to interfere with it in 
a spirit of rashness or ignorance. Many of those who have made it their vocation to denounce the great 
industrial combinations which are popularly, although with technical inaccuracy, known as "trusts", appeal 
especially to hatred and fear, These are precisely the two emotions, particularly when combined with 
ignorance, which unfit men for the exercise of cool and -steady judgment. In facing new industrial conditions, 
the whole history of the world shows that legislation will generally be both unwise and ineffective unless 
undertaken after calm inquiry and with sober self-restraint. . . .  
          All this is true; and yet it is also true that there are real and grave evils, one of the chief being 
overcapitalization because of its many baleful consequences; and a resolute and practical effort must be 
made to correct these evils.  
          There is a widespread conviction in the minds of the American people that the great corporations 
known as trusts are in certain of their features and tendencies hurtful to the general welfare. This . . . is 
based upon sincere conviction that combination and concentration should be, not prohibited, but supervised 



and within reasonable limits controlled; and in my judgment this conviction is right. 
          It is no limitation upon property rights or freedom of contract to require that when men receive from 
government the privilege of doing business under corporate form, which frees them from individual 
responsibility, and enables them to call into their enterprises the capital of the public, they shall do so upon 
absolutely truthful representations as to the value of the property in which the capital is to be invested. 
Corporations engaged in interstate commerce should be regulated if they are found to exercise a license 
working to the public injury. It should be as much the aim of those who seek for social betterment to rid the 
business world of crimes of cunning as to rid the entire body politic of crimes of violence. Great corporations 
exist only because they are created and safeguarded by our institutions; and it is therefore our right and our 
duty to see that they work in harmony with these institutions.  
          The first essential in determining how to deal with the great industrial combinations is knowledge of 
the facts-publicity. In the interest of the public, the government should have the right to inspect and examine 
the workings of the great corporations engaged in interstate business. Publicity is the only sure remedy 
which we can now invoke. What further remedies are needed in the way of governmental regulation, or 
taxation, can only be determined after publicity has been obtained, by process of law, and in the course of 
administration. The first requisite is knowledge, full and complete-knowledge which may be made public to 
the world. . . .  
          The large corporations, commonly called trusts, though organized in one State, always do business in 
many States, often doing very little business in the State where they are incorporated. There is utter lack of 
uniformity in the State laws about them; and as no State has any exclusive interest in or power over their 
acts, it has in practice proved impossible to get adequate regulation through State action. Therefore, in the 
interest of the whole people, the nation should, without interfering with the power of the States in the matter 
itself, also assume power of supervision and regulation over all corporations doing an interstate business. 
This is especially true where the corporation derives a portion of its wealth from the existence of some 
monopolistic element or tendency in its business. There would be no hardship in such supervision; banks 
are subject to it, and in their case it is now accepted as a simple matter of course. Indeed, it is now probable 
that supervision of corporations by the National Government need not go so far as is now the case with the 
supervision exercised over them by so conservative a State as Massachusetts, in order to produce excellent 
results.  
          When the Constitution was adopted, at the end of the eighteenth century, no human wisdom could 
foretell the sweeping changes, alike in industrial and political conditions, which were to take place by the 
beginning of the twentieth century. At that time it was accepted as a matter of course that the several States 
were the proper authorities to regulate, so far as was then necessary, the comparatively insignificant and 
strictly localized corporate bodies of the day. The conditions are now wholly different and wholly different 
action is called for. I believe that a law can be framed which will enable the National Government to exercise 
control along the lines above indicated; profiting by the experience gained through the passage and 
administration of the Interstate Commerce Act. If, however, the judgment of the Congress is that it lacks the 
constitutional power to pass such an act, then a constitutional amendment should be submitted to confer the 
power.  

SOURCE:  Theodore Roosevelt, extracts from the First Annual Message to Congress, December 3, 1901. 
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My fellow-citizens, no people on earth have more cause to be thankful than ours, and this is said reverently, 
in no spirit of boastfulness in our own strength, but with gratitude to the Giver of Good who has blessed us 
with the conditions which have enabled us to achieve so large a measure of well-being and of happiness. To 
us as a people it has been granted to lay the foundations of our national life in a new continent. We are the 
heirs of the ages, and yet we have had to pay few of the penalties which in old countries are exacted by the 
dead hand of a bygone civilization. We have not been obliged to fight for our existence against any alien 
race; and yet our life has called for the vigor and effort without which the manlier and hardier virtues wither 
away. Under such conditions it would be our own fault if we failed; and the success which we have had in 



the past, the success which we confidently believe the future will bring, should cause in us no feeling of 
vainglory, but rather a deep and abiding realization of all which life has offered us; a full acknowledgment of 
the responsibility which is ours; and a fixed determination to show that under a free government a mighty 
people can thrive best, alike as regards the things of the body and the things of the soul.  
         Much has been given us, and much will rightfully be expected from us. We have duties to others and 
duties to ourselves; and we can shirk neither. We have become a great nation, forced by the fact of its 
greatness into relations with the other nations of the earth, and we must behave as beseems a people with 
such responsibilities. Toward all other nations, large and small, our attitude must be one of cordial and 
sincere friendship. We must show not only in our words, but in our deeds, that we are earnestly desirous of 
securing their good will by acting toward them in a spirit of just and generous recognition of all their rights. 
But justice and generosity in a nation, as in an individual, count most when shown not by the weak but by 
the strong. While ever careful to refrain from wrongdoing others, we must be no less insistent that we are not 
wronged ourselves. We wish peace, but we wish the peace of justice, the peace of righteousness. We wish 
it because we think it is right and not because we are afraid. No weak nation that acts manfully and justly 
should ever have cause to fear us, and no strong power should ever be able to single us out as a subject for 
insolent aggression.  
      Our relations with the other powers of the world are important; but still more important are our relations 
among ourselves. Such growth in wealth, in population, and in power as this nation has seen during the 
century and a quarter of its national life is inevitably accompanied by a like growth in the problems which are 
ever before every nation that rises to greatness. Power invariably means both responsibility and danger. Our 
forefathers faced certain perils which we have outgrown. We now face other perils, the very existence of 
which it was impossible that they should foresee. Modern life is both complex and intense, and the 
tremendous changes wrought by the extraordinary industrial development of the last half century are felt in 
every fiber of our social and political being. Never before have men tried so vast and formidable an 
experiment as that of administering the affairs of a continent under the forms of a Democratic republic. The 
conditions which have told for our marvelous material well-being, which have developed to a very high 
degree our energy, self-reliance, and individual initiative, have also brought the care and anxiety inseparable 
from the accumulation of great wealth in industrial centers. Upon the success of our experiment much 
depends, not only as regards our own welfare, but as regards the welfare of mankind. If we fail, the cause of 
free self-government throughout the world will rock to its foundations, and therefore our responsibility is 
heavy, to ourselves, to the world as it is to-day, and to the generations yet unborn. There is no good reason 
why we should fear the future, but there is every reason why we should face it seriously, neither hiding from 
ourselves the gravity of the problems before us nor fearing to approach these problems with the unbending, 
unflinching purpose to solve them aright.  
        Yet, after all, though the problems are new, though the tasks set before us differ from the tasks set 
before our fathers who founded and preserved this Republic, the spirit in which these tasks must be 
undertaken and these problems faced, if our duty is to be well done, remains essentially unchanged. We 
know that self-government is difficult. We know that no people needs such high traits of character as that 
people which seeks to govern its affairs aright through the freely expressed will of the freemen who 
compose it. But we have faith that we shall not prove false to the memories of the men of the mighty past. 
They did their work, they left us the splendid heritage we now enjoy. We in our turn have an assured 
confidence that we shall be able to leave this heritage un-wasted and enlarged to our children and our 
children's children. To do so we must show, not merely in great crises, but in the everyday affairs of life, the 
qualities of practical intelligence, of courage, of hardihood, and endurance, and above all the power of 
devotion to a lofty ideal, which made great the men who founded this Republic in the days of Washington, 
which made great the men who preserved this Republic in the days of Abraham Lincoln.  

SOURCE:  Theodore Roosevelt’s Inaugural Address, Saturday, March 4, 1905. 

 


