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When it is said that the ideal is as little government as possible,
the controlling principle is liberty rather than justice. This ex-
plains the falsity of Jefferson’s maxim, that that government
governs best which governs least, which is carried to absurdiry
in the statement by Thoreau, that that government governs best
which governs not at all. The truth of the matter is that that
government governs best that governs most justly, regardless
of the amount of government that is required to achieve the
fullest possible realization of the ideal of justice.
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The story of America iv the pnineteenth century is
the saga of a dichotowy vonraveliovg. Certaip aspects of our
po]ftica]reconomy were providing trewendous oppoertunity to
the individual; otber elewments wmade certain the growth of a

class structure plagued by couvflicts between the baves sod

the bave vnots.

By the eighteeonth century, Evropeans kmost]y Englist)
bad established small comwunities along the Atlantic coast and
ftes tidewater channels. Sowme bhad coﬁe to escape religious orx
political persecution; most, however, cawme because of the
opportunities free access to land ptovided. And yet, even at
that early date the colonies of ﬁng]and, Fravce aud S?ain
experienced the‘estab]iébment of b]eér]yedeféned class structures.
Alongsfde the presevnce of growing individvalism avd participatory
governwment there stood the éxc]usionary justituvtions of slavery
and {ndentured servitudée., Already ip existence was a drawatic
jnequality in the distribution of wealth, which became the cavse

taken vp by reforwmers during the 1830s and thereafter.

America bas, in fact, beeun the battlegrovud ov which
the great struggle between individuvalists and statists began, and
.33 still being fought -~ nmejther possessing a clear vnderstandiog

of the fundawental issuvues affecting civilization. Withio tbis



strugele bas been a quest for both philosophbical avd practical
dominance over America's political econowy, waged by republicans
on the one hand and supremacists on the other. farticipatants
adopted confused and diversive chafacteristics 2as BTOUpPS wWeie
Jabeled or labeled themselves as Jeffersonians,_Federa]ists, Whigs,
Democtats, Republicans, Populists, Progressives, Fabianm sﬁcia]ists,

Social Darwinists,‘and so on, JIb the end, we were left to ask

. . + "
what ovne weans by the wodern terws "liberal” avd "cowmservative."

PoIitfcs, as they say, wmakes stravge bedfellows; and inp America

politics created a difficult envirovment for pure jdeology to

emerge and survive.

All of that was and is America, even to this day. The
day-to~day eveuts are related to vs ivn observations by those who
experienced thew apd by those wﬁo bave later attewpted to pull it
ail togethber as bistory. As child is fatber to the wan, we carry
with us rewnants of our forefathers' experienceé. We ltive by codes
subs£$ntia]ly evolved during a pexriod of civilization thought to
have been muchi siwplier, although the couflict continves over the
same fundawental issves -~ huwan rtights versus positivist law;
tyranny by tbe wajority versus tyramoy by the few; awarchy versus
the svpremacist étate; the savnctity of property versus a defijoition
of what limits there are to legitimate forwms of property; the
separation of chburch avd state ... avd so ovw. Everything bas

changed. HNothivg has changed.
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Vsteps came Hentry George. -"Political economy" wrote George,

And so it was at the begiuning of the piveteenth century,
remaining largely unresolved even as our own era dawned. Awmidst
the chaos of an evolving political economy, we bave forever searched
for order and understanding. From.time-to time we have become
exalted as we "discovercd"” what seewed the solutions to ovur social

problems. Such "golden variables"” would, we boped, make ours the

first reslized expression of vtiopiaw civilization.

That, in effect, was av jwportant aspect to the fntellectuval -

jzation of the dewocratic experifuent wbich became the United States.

“The piveteenth ceutury severely tested the prewmises.om which this

experiment rested, and there are those of vs who look vpon the
cumulative weight of chavge ju that century as botbh catastrophic

aund . Inevitable. The reasoning for this covclusion is to be found iv

our very humwanness.

A nuwber of nineteenth centurty writers recoguized the
necessity for explering buwan pature as a prerequisite to unlocking
the oysteries of political econowy. Herbert Spencer aund Jobn Stvaxt

Mill were instrvwental iv paviuwg the way. Followiong in their foot-

"seeks

to trace wutual relatiovns avd to jdentify cause and effect. The
prewises from which it wakes fts deductions atre tvuths which bave
the bighest sanctiov; axiows which we 28ll recogonize; vpon which we

safely base the reasonivng avd actions of everyday life, and which

may be reduced to the wetapbysical expression of the physical law



that motion seeks the Jine of Jleast resistance.[1]

Exawining buwao nature frow the above perspective, George
was led to the axjow "that wen seek to gratify their desitres with

the least exertion.”"[2] He then jidentified woaun's bistorical efforts

to gain control over natvre and over other wen (i.e., to monopolize)
as an jntegral part of bvwan wotivation. To wonopolize wight be
beneficial to the individuval but to civilization as 2 whole wovnopolies

could ovly destroy., Accordingly, George warned that the overziding

concern for true republiceauns was to prevent wonopolies frow arising.

Taking his thouvght opne step further, waun's absolute dependency own

access to vature for survival wade the concentrated couvtrol over
natvre the worst of 2]] svch wmonopolies. Land movpopoly was, then,

anathems to justice avd to republicao society.

George was only one of wany jotellectvals, writers and
stateswmen who recognized the jonjustices inberent in a systew that
counteﬁanced monopolies aud the resvlting covcentration of wealth,
income avd political power. Two perspectives, bowever, separated
biwm from most of bis contemporaries -- bis truly bvwanitarisn belief
that the earth is the birthright of all wankiund, and bis great
confidence iv the resiliency.of the hvman spirit. George's own

words express this eloquently:

Agajust temptationms thsat thus appeal to the strongest
impulses of our vatuvre, thbe savctions of law and. the
precepts of religion can effect: but little; awnd the
wovder is, not that wmeo are so self-seeking, but that
they are not wuch - wmore so. That wunder present
cfrcumstances wen are not more grasping, motTe



:
Ay

vnfajthful, more selfishb than thev are, proves the
goodness awd fruitfuloess of | huwan nature, the
ceaseless flow of the perevvnial fountains from which

its moral qualities are fed.[3]

As Heory George exewplifies the bighest order of thiunkiong

.during the late nineteenth century, Thowas Jeffersoo wade a siwjlar
cootributiov to the jotellectual dialogue during his lifetime. The
‘extent to wbich bis world suffeted from the dichotomy of progress-:

and poverty is evidenced by tbe conflicts within bis own intellectual
and personal life. .He was both spokeswan for the cowmen manm aﬁd
slaveowner. The troubled nature of his thoughts are nowhere wmore
apparent thao when be expressed his fears for the future of republican

dewmocracy. Frow his NOTES ON THE STATE OF VIRGINIA in 1781 came this

foreboding:

The time for fixing every essential right op a legal
basis Js while our rulers are. bhouest  and ourselves
vnited. From the counclusion of this war we shall be
goivng dowo bill. - It will  not then be wvecessary to
resort every -wmovewment to the people for support. They

will be forgotten, tbherefore, aud .their rights
disregarded. They will forget thewselves, but in the
sole facuvlty of waking wovpey ssa+ The. sbhackles,

therefore, which shall vot be kpocked off at the
conclusion of tbis war, will rewaio oo vs Jong, will be
made beasvier and beavier.[4]

Thus, even as the. war against Englavnd raged ov, the rebellious
colonists carried vo tofcb for equality -~ neitber equality of
opportunity nor equa}itf'of condition (the basis for debate over
reforw ip the twentieth century) were a factor, Such méasures

would bave been vehewently opposed to mot only by the aristocratic



and propertied class but by Americans in gewmeral.  Liberty and
property were the priwmary concerns of revolutionary Americans --

and not pnecessarily in that order of iwportance.

In exawining our history, we must rehember that the
Amerjcau covtivent had beev fought over for wany centurfes awong
its fudigenous tribes. Victory iv warfare had already given
tremendouvus territorial covtro] to suchb tribal clawvs as the Iroquois
League. Then, the first Spavnish, Dutch, Frevcb and English
explorers and settilers arvived, mewbers of s civilizatton that
had abandoned tbe humter-gatherer way of Iife thousands of years
béfore. Evropesn civilization was unquestionably superior in
technology amnd was.equal of the Iudians. in ruthlessness and
brutality in war. Comsequently, the opportunity to turn back
the Evropean iuvasion was 1ést before the Indiavs. ever seriously
recognized the threat.

iy

By the end of the efighteenth century,.the Indians were
nearly vanquisbed. The first and last rea) effort to unite the
tribes sgajust the Evropeans was made by the Shawnee chief Tecuwseh
early v the 19th century. His effbtts were doomed to fail, not
simply becuvsse of techbuological inferiority but also becavse Indian
civilization was far too decentralized to be marshalled into one
vnified force, In the end, Tecuwseb was forced into av alliance
with thbe Britisb apajnst the Awericans. The Britisbh witbdrawa]l

after the War of . 1812 sealed the Iudian fate. The westward advance



wovld continue, beroically but jnconsequentially resisted, As to
the future of the Indian, Tecumseb wade that clear to his followers:
What I have tried to do.im viniting all! Iodijsvs to
stop the whites who have been -pushimg wus back, bas
failed. Ovr cavse. is done. No longer raise vyour
weapons agaiost the .Awericans; it cam ouly end in
disaster for you and all your people: Make peace with
thew in any way you cang ‘be loyal td them in all ways;
defend thewm against their enemies 1f need be, even
should those enewies be other Indiavns, for, hear we, wy
brothers, the Indians cavn. never wip agaiuwst the

Americans. Join thew, that you and your people mway
survive.[5]

At wmost, thbe voresolved conflict between the Indians and Whites
barely slowed conquering of the fronmtier. A weaker (though

fvo wavy ways a wore egalitarian) civilization gave way to one

wore adept at settled existenmce. Avnd yet, there was very little
.that covld be said about the coﬁqﬂerers that wade for a
homogeneous citizenry. Thoﬁgh.Ang]o-Saxon at the core, the

ﬁation was rapjdly being populated. by people of diverse bheritage.
Many bad po experjence at self-government; wost cawme from
iwmpoverished backgrounds. The clash of cuitvral differences was
added to other dynawics in tbe 19th century that cavsed ivnevitable

friction and a political environwent characterized by intense

factiomaliswm.

As long as the continent's supply of good agricultural
land, fresb water and other vaw materials could be freely bad in

the vusettled frontier, Awmerican society possessed a reserve which



kept poverty at bay. Trve, opportunity was pnot strictly speaking

equal; bowever, while it wight be true that im the coastal cities
apd ateas such equal opportunity had already disappeatred even by
the begivning of the 19th cevtury, ove could always go west --
beyound the local "wargio” to a2 place where the best vature couvld
offer was still obtaivsble without paywent. to a titlebolder. This

was an opportunity to accumulate wealth absent iv Europe for all

bvt a very swall wivority. In Evrope, bowever, ruwmblings were

being heard,

In Eugland, Adaw Swith had attacked- the wercantilists and
their wonopolistic ways; Frenchwmen svch as Turgot and Quesnay, of the
physiocratic school of ecovomists, did likewise and wetre ;ttempting
to open vp the French ecouowy. Fraoklin, Jefferson avd Pajive were
particuvlarly inf]uenced by both the pbysiocrats and Smitb. Then,
‘early juo the 19th century avother Englishwan, David Ricatdo,
expanded ov the grovodword of bis mentors. Ricardo's labor theory of
valve Jater found its way into Marx's attack on-capital cwners,

-whom be tarpeted as the coufiscators of Jabor-produced wealth.
Ricardo's avnalysis of land as a factor prodvction and the rtelatiomship
between population growth, the developwent of manufactures and the
incresase in the.value of laud becawe -the basis for Geotree's attack

on the private collection of rent ("reot" being the rtetvro to land-
owners for the vse of land). In the struggle for .dowinamce, Ricardo
foresaw that the capitalist would EVENTUALLY lose and the lavdowner

would win, labor’'s sbare in the distribution of wealth always tending



toward subsistence level.
What the pbysioctats, Swith and Ricardo failed to see (but

which George witnessed firstbaud) was the eventval wevrgiog of the.

‘Janded aod capitel] ioterests to form a politically potent new

class, tbhen the growivg wilJitancy of workers as they recogunized the

necessity to act collectively.

The debate awong historiaps, ecodowists and others over the

‘importance of the froontier and supply of free land was transwuwted ivto

political activity duvring the last quarter of the 19th century. Henry

George, hiwself, rav for wayor of New York agajunst tbe traditional

party candidates. Awong George's comverts were a number of United

States congresswen, including Tow L. Jobuoson of Ohio who was elected

wayor.of Cleveland iw 1901. Thbougb not surprising, Jackson Turnet

Main bas given anm account of the period strongly supportive of

George's arguments.

Wbhen thbe frouwtier stage had ended, ‘and society becane
the chavnce to rise diwmivnisbed. - All the lavd
and lsud prices rose, so
could not

therefore

stable,
worth ownivg was vpow occupied,
tbat the sovs of pioneers and the newcomers
so easily iwprove theiix positiovs., Mobility
diminished as the cowwunity grew older.[6]

-Nevertheless, jo couwuparisouo with the 01d World, the vew

natjon preseunted far greater opportunity for alwost all pnew arrivals
(or at least theitr descendents) to eventvally rise abové subsistence

level existence. There were, bowever, seriovs liwitations jmposed



on advancement in social aund econowic status. Ope reason was simply

tbat one had to pass -through the establisbed colonies before reaching
the fronmtier. The coastal regiouns bad originally beem settled by
members of England’'s middle class and its better farmers, who arrived
with substantial fimancial resources and became the colonies' large
landholders. With tbew they brought otber English citizens as
indentured servants, aund these people eventvally paid theitr way

to freedow and thewselves acquijred landed property. What is

joteresting is that African slaves and other Eutopeans wmade their

way to the New World #u significent nuwbers only rather late i

the 17tb cevntuvry. Thbis occurred in part becavse Evngland jwposed
the ewmigration of additfoval skilled artisans (thé loss

a ban ov

of whow was raising wages fu England -- a dangerous precedent

and challenge to the established order).

Another jwportant factor iwv the developwent of the
American poiitical economy and class structure.was the early
establisbment of bighber education. Harvard College was founded
in 1636. At the time ;here were already between 125-130 alumni
of Euglisb vniversities who bad settled in New. England. These
individuals were stauonch believers inm English institutions and
iu the wother. country's system of commou law oo which the concepts
of property would be based. Avd, as Heory Steele Cowmager bas
observed, these transplanted Englisbwen were covcerned not at all
.with eguality; rather, their seunse of opportunity was }limited to

that dictated by sv joported class structure and a pnarrow sense of



community. One comsequence was that by.the begioning of thbe 18th

century free allotwents of ewpty land througbout the colonies ended

as "older settlers and their descendants saw vo reason why. they
should not profit by [the] flood of [Scotch avd Itrish] iwmigration
by buying laod cheap and selling dear."[7] Land specuvlation soon
becawme a wajor preoccupation of the establisbed colounists, so that
"ﬁy 1720 so much leand had been taken up ... that the only recouvise
for a poor wan who had not the wherewitbal to satisfy a land
speculator, was to 'squat' withoeut leave -on Crown or proprietary

land; and to tepeat the process if bhe were forced to wove on."[8]

Thus, free access to land began to disappear long before settlewent

of the frontier; first the colonjal legislatures and then the states
bad adopted the Evglish systew of propetrty law that sanctioned the
concentiated covtrol of tbe natiou's Jawnd, an aspect of the new

nation's structure which Henry Ceorge and otbers later identified

as the root cauvse of wass poverty and socfal problews.

Ecovowmjc rights incorporated ioto the republic's new
Constitution aimed at guvaranteeing the preservation of property,
not at the means to emsure its equitable distribution. One resvlt
was that the advantage of being born into a fawily of early colonial
lJandholders remained an iwmportant determinant of social and economic
position in the America of the 19th century. For exauwple, of "the
wealthiest [100} Virginians o 1787, 79 o1 80 ivherited all of their
wealth. These were wewmbers of the First Familieé -~ the old,

established aristocracy of the colony which svrvived the Revolutiou



intact."[9] I believe itcrucial, then, to ask wby both the
jontellectual auvnd political challeungers of the status gquo concentrated

their attack on "capitalists"” vatber thao oo the large "lavdowners."

Sowme fvsight ipto this evigma Js provided by bistorian
Douglas T, Milier, who observes that man§ bistorians "bave made. a
distioction between wevrcantile and laundbolding fawilies ou the.one
bend and rising capitalist-industrialists on the other, iwplying
that these groups ... were somebow .diawetrically opposed to oner
another."[10] Reforwers apd bistordiaus ﬁou]d do well to give strong
consideration to Miller's conclusion that "Alth;ugh all barriers
between the so-called 'old' fawily rich and 'mew' were mot entirely
broken downrso far as the dtawing‘room-was qpncerned, it was oo longer
meaningful to speak of these preciseﬁdiﬁisions by the 1850's."[11]
Alwmost without exception, ‘the réch were rich iv part becavse of laond
speculations and the wownopolies secured by the vwse of svch wealth
aud its inbexent politicai.power. Land wouopoly begot influence
.and capital, which:-begot greater land wovnopoly, which expanded
oppottunities for pelitical and finsuce wanipulation -- al] of which
set the stage for the evtrenchwent of monépo}y—capita]ism. In
. Tesponse, American society waé openéd to the tise of reactiovary
philosophies and thefr prortagonists -- the union organizers, the

fabjan socjalists, the vativists, the protectionists and the

interventionists.

The acceleration .of industrialization io the second half of



the 19th century created a potent environment for change, but one
which contained the seeds of destruction for the Jeffersonian vision.
The possibility of becowing. a society of educated, bard-working
yeemén farmers became: 2 gquaint dream. The frontier vemained, but
wuch of it was vow controlled by absentee owners otr the government.
New'tecbnologies-enhanced the production of many goods, teducing

the voit cost of prodvction and -- theoretically -- addiog to the
purchasing power of the wage laborer. ‘Iwmigratiovn and the freeing
of blacks frowm slavery, én the otbher bavd, increased the compet%tion
awong such laborers for ewmploywent o jodustry, resulting in a
reductioon of woney wages toward sﬁbsistence. Unewmploywent becawe

an ongoing social problew.

The prewmature-enclosure of America's voused Jand put the
unskilled laborer at the wercy éf the "robber baron" lavdowner-
capitelist, and wade inevitable class conmflict. As a cowmsequence, a
republican fuvture characterized by the protection of individual
liberty apeainst the exercise of license by eithér wonopolists or
the State (the quest of Henry George and. of those wbo subscribed
to bis reform program) failed to emerge as the preeminent challenge
to the status quo.  People who had uvevezx béen farmers or bad neverxr
TOqud land saw as their oppressois the factory owners svd the finance
manjpulators. Those who were injtial]y capjtélists may bave gained
contre}) of wuch of the vouvsed Javd; bowever, fajliong to_understand
the coonection between landed wowmopoly and wass vuewmployment,

reformers chose 2 patbh thbat wovld evemtually svbordinate jondividual



| tights to the hoped for security of a svpremacist state.

Labor resorted to uvuvnionism, capital to protectionisw and
then secondarily to other ways of strengthening their respective
monopolies. As the large landbolders veotured into capital ownership
and "stewardship'" of the fivancial systewm, they. consolidated their
ability.to impact the distribution of wealth io Awerica. Reformetrs
attacked wonopoly-capitalism and put forth socialist prograws as
the altervative. .Slowly, statist interventionisw wotrked its way
into the political systew; the supremscists were, in the end,
victorious over the jundividualists. because of the latter's vowilling-
vess to compromise for a .fair field with no favor as opposed to
vobridled liberty (i.e., the license to wonopolize). WHWith ecach new
wave of iwmwigration and after each recessionary period, Awericaos
looked more saud wmore to government to selve the problems of a

pelitical econowy plagued by vuonequal opportuonity.

Real reforw proved to be impossible ivm 19th cevtury
America, as this description of the political environweunt by

Robert Wiebe clearly shows:

The established leaders . inm urbav~industrialized
Awmetrica properly believed that their  opponents would
destroy thew, ot at least their fuoctions, if they
could, juvst as the. protectors of the community
accurately sensed the existence of s .league of

.unrestrained power... Both theuo assigned the enemy a
monolithic cowvsistevcy: and wachivelike orgauization,
invested it with a conspiratorial design; and idmputed
to it an alwost supermatural potency. Hobnots , for
distortion divided about equally.[12]



This explains why a sincere atteumpt sucﬁ as George's to briug
about a more huwmane systewm of political ecounowy bad very Jittle
chauce agafnst the ectablished systew of industrial-lsndlordisw
ot the supremacist doctrines bailed by the socialists. As Wiebe
goes on to coonclude, "The wediator simply covuld not function" and
even a "well-intentioned citizen like Frederick Jackson“Tﬁrnet, who
tried from the widdle ground ... fo explain the rvadical West to

the respectable East, bad to await a saner day."[13]) Unfortvnately,

that day bhas yet to come.

As a voice in the wilderness, Henry George fought on the
battlefield ripht up votil his death ip.1897. That so wany people in
this world suffer from political oppression and vunrelenting
poverty should be warning enougb that despite .all the advances in
science and technology, despite the efficiencies of mass
productioun, despite'participatory-government -- we bave not dobe
what we must do: George's fundamental reform was directed toward
a perﬁanent end to land wovopoly, peacefully 8vd iv ar evolutionary
manner throuph thbe vse of povernwment to collect the annual rentsal
ya]ue of Jand for vse as society's commouv.fund. Eveun then, be

apticipated a lobg and bard struggle. to secure Jastiuvng jwprovements

in civilization:

s

Let me not . be wmisunderstood. I do pmot say that in
the recognition of the wequal and vnalienable right of
each human being to the .wvatural elements frowm which
1ife wmust be supported and wants satisfied, lies the
solution of all social problems. I fully recognize the
fact that " even -after we do this, much will rewain to



do. We might recognize the equal rights tc land, and
yet tytanny and spoliatiom be contiouved. But whatever
else we do, so long as we fajl to recognize the equal
right to the elements of mature, nothing will avail to
rewmedy that vonatural inequality in the distribution of
wealth which is frauvght with so wuch evil and dawvnger.
Reforw as we may, until we make this fundawental reforw
our waterial progress can but tend to differentiate ovur
people into the: monstrously «xich and. the frightfully
poor. Whatever be the  increase of wealth, the masses
will still be =~ grovund towatrd the ., poivot of Tbare
subsistence -- we must still ~have ovr great crimionagl
classes, our pauvpers sand our trawps, wen: and wowen
driven to degradation and desperation frow juvability to
make av hobest livivne.[14] .

Somebow, througbouvut it all, tbe huwap spirit remaivs ever
resilient. Perhaps we Qi]] jook again at the 19th century, to its
lessouns and the ideasrof jts clearest thinkers, for a pathb which will
take vs foto the 21st centuvry absent tbe problewms of poverty, wass

unemployment and class counflict .that now plague our civilization.

EDWARD J. DODSON
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