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To-day I shall speak to you on the subject of individual citizenship, the one subject of vital 
importance to you, my hearers, and to me and my countrymen, because you and we are 
citizens of great democratic republics. A democratic republic such as each of ours—an effort to 
realize in its full sense government by, of, and for the people—represents the most gigantic of 
all possible social experiments, the one fraught with greatest possibilities alike for good and for 
evil. The success of republics like yours and like ours means the glory, and our failure the 
despair, of mankind; and for you and for us the question of the quality of the individual citizen is 
supreme. Under other forms of government, under the rule of one man or of a very few men, the 
quality of the rulers is all-important. If, under such governments, the quality of the rulers is high 
enough, then the nation may for generations lead a brilliant career, and add substantially to the 
sum of world achievement, no matter how low the quality of the average citizen; because the 
average citizen is an almost negligible quantity in working out the final results of that type of 
national greatness.  
 

But with you and with us the case is different. With you here, and with us in my own home, in 
the long run, success or failure will be conditioned upon the way in which the average man, the 
average woman, does his or her duty, first in the ordinary, every-day affairs of life, and next in 
those great occasional crises which call for the heroic virtues. The average citizen must be a 
good citizen if our republics are to succeed. The stream will not permanently rise higher than the 
main source; and the main source of national power and national greatness is found in the 
average citizenship of the nation. Therefore it behooves us to do our best to see that the 
standard of the average citizen is kept high; and the average cannot be kept high unless the 
standard of the leaders is very much higher…. 
 

It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or 
where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is 
actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; 
who errs, and comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and 
shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows the great enthusiasms, 
the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end 
the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring 
greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory 
nor defeat. Shame on the man of cultivated taste who permits refinement to develop into a 
fastidiousness that unfits him for doing the rough work of a workaday world. Among the free 
peoples who govern themselves there is but a small field of usefulness open for the men of 
cloistered life who shrink from contact with their fellows. Still less room is there for those who 
deride or slight what is done by those who actually bear the brunt of the day; nor yet for those 
others who always profess that they would like to take action, if only the conditions of life were 
not what they actually are. The man who does nothing cuts the same sordid figure in the pages 
of history, whether he be cynic, or fop, or voluptuary. There is little use for the being whose tepid 
soul knows nothing of the great and generous emotion, of the high pride, the stern belief, the 
lofty enthusiasm, of the men who quell the storm and ride the thunder. Well for these men if they 
succeed; well also, though not so well, if they fail, given only that they have nobly ventured, and 
have put forth all their heart and strength…. 
 



Good citizenship is not good citizenship if exhibited only in the home. There remain the duties of 
the individual in relation to the state, and these duties are none too easy under the conditions 
which exist where the effort is made to carry on free government in a complex, industrial 
civilization…. 
 

In a republic, to be successful we must learn to combine intensity of conviction with a broad 
tolerance of difference of conviction. Wide differences of opinion in matters of religious, political, 
and social belief must exist if conscience and intellect alike are not to be stunted, if there is to be 
room for healthy growth.  
 
 

 


