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What is Property ?

- “ Nothing is implied in property but the vight of each
o kis (or her) omm faculties.”—JOHN Stuart MILL.

By what moral right can a man say “ This is mine.*
It would be forrunate for all of us if the answer vo that
vital question were truly given and expressed in the
statutes of nations. But, as I shall endeavour to prove,
Parliaments, Kings and Dictators have made, and
continue to make laws which confiict with the real
rights of property, and from that mistake come half the
troubles we suffer from to-day,

When thinking of property, we usually have in mind
anything the ownership of which is legalised by the
State.  But that is not the question here concerned,
for we shall discuss not what 75 but what oughs to be
legalised by the State. Quite apart from iegal statutes
and often conflicting with them, the civilised man
iptunitively feels that there are things which from the
very fact of his being, do by right belong to him, what-~
ever the State may happen to say, and that 1o take them
from him is robbery. This instinctive feeling existed
before any statute affecting the rights of property was
znacted by Government, and continues to exist in spite
of all statutes, It is the aim of this essay to make clear
just what are the things which men instincrively and
righily regard as their private property and to distinguish
them from others which cannot be made private
propeity without doing a wrong.
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THINGS THAYT ARE RIGHTLY PRIVATE
PROPERTY.

We enter this world with wants which must be
: satisfied if we are to live,  We aleo enter it endowed with
{ faculties which enable us o satisfy those wants. Since
every man has the right to live, it follows that every man
is entitled to exercise the inborn faculties without which
he cannot bive, aud from thar it follows that every man
has the moral right to possess and enjoy what resules
from the exercise of his faculties—which is to say that
such things are by right his private property, The
right of property thus arises from the right of 2 man to
himself. Reduced to its simplest form it means that
what & man makes s fus own 10 use or not to use, give,
{end, bequeath or trade in, provided omly that in all
he may do, he respects the equal right of his fellow
man. Hven as against the State jwself, this right holds
good.

THINGS THAT CANNOT BE PRIVATE
PROPERTY.

Ir will therefore be seen thar productive labour or

service is the essential title to property. The natural

law of property being the law thar gives the product to
the producer, it follows that nothing can be any man’s
property which does not involve his labour. Thus are
ruled out of the category of legitimate private property
such things as the free gifts of Nature—sunshine, air,
ocean and wind—all nataral resources embraced in the
term “ land.” John Stuwart Mill put the matter in 2
nuishell when he said “ Nothing is #mplied in property
but the right of cach to his (or her) own facultes.
The essential principle of all property being to assure
to ali persons what they have produced by their labours,
this principle cannot apply to what is not the product
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of labour, the raw materials of the earth, A moment’s
thought wil show that private ownership of the raw
materials of the earth is the very negation of true
property rights, for such ownership confers power to
confiscate the fruits of other mman’s toil. The reasons
which justity private property in labour products thus
forbid B i land though at opposite exiremes we find
men who are blind to that fact,

CONFUSIONE AS TO PROPERTY.

At onc cxwreme we find schools who, failing o
distinguish  between Nature’s free gifts and labour
products, place them in the same catagory and then
declare that neither should be private property. At the
arher exireme we find schools who also confuse the gifis
of mature with labour products and then declare that
both should be private property.  Thus identification of
things which are not produced by labour with things
which are produced by Izbour leads opposed schools ©o
opposite and equally wrong conclusions, If we are fo
think clearly, it is absolurely necessary that this confusion
be aveoided, Taken in conjunction with the self-evidens
wroth—“ to the producer belongs the producs V—we
arrive at two sumple principles both of which ave self-
evident : :

(1) That ali men have equal rights to the use and
snjoyment of the slements provided by Mature ;
(2) That each man has an exclusive zight o the
use and enjoyment of what is produced by his own
labour.

 COMMON PROPERTY anp PRIVATE PROPERTY

There is no conflict between these two principles,
On the contrary they are complimentary, for to secure
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fully the right of cach individual o the product of his
labour, we must treat the elements of Nature as common
property. If anyone could claim the sunlight as his
privaie property he could compel his fellow men
pay for the agency of the sun inthe growth of the crops
they had planted. This would necessarily lessen their
right of property in the product of their labour, and
conversely where everyone is secured the full right of
property in the product of his labour, no one can have
any right of property in what is not the product of
labour. No matter how complex our industrial
organization, nor how highly developed our civilization,
there is, as we shall see, no real difficulty in carrving out
these two principles. i

HOW COMMON PROPERTY ARISES.

Though the right of private property in what in-
dividuals produce by their labour must be distinguished
from the night of commeon property, both are vindicated
on the same grounds and compleiely harmonise.

As soon as men begin to live in communities and
con}mqnal needs arise, there comes into existence a fund
which is not in any way due to the individuai activity of
any man. This fund arises in the following way :—

Men working singly do not labour so effectively as
men working together in co-operation or mutual help-
fulness. Many tasks altogether impossible to men
working singly are quite easy to men working into each
others hands in communities. I canaot say whether
there is any record of men so primitive as to persus
their labours in complete isolation, but if so, we may be
certain that their production was of the very lowest.
Such a people must have been uncivilised in every sense
of the term, since working together in association is the
gssence of the civilised state.  Bur if such men ever did
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exist we may imagine them, as time went on, making the
discovery that by living in communities and working
together, the produciiveness of their labour could be
greatly increased. With no more exertion than before
they weuld find production per head increasing and the
general level of comfort rising.  As the years passed
by, this working in association, i.e., this civilisatdon
would continue to develop to the great advantage of the
whole people both material and moral. The point 1
wish to make is fhat fhis increased wealth or wellbeing
2oould be secured without any increased effort on the part of
any individual. Tt would come from a source quite
distinct from any individual activity. It would arise
solely from men’s obedience to their social instincts and
from working together in mutual service instead of in
isolation. This increased wealth is, in a word, the pro-
duct of communal labour as distinct from the product of
individual labour, and is thercfore rightfully due to
society as a whole, 1o be used to satisfy commanal
wants as distinct from individual wants,

CAN COMMON PROPERTY BE SEPARATED
FROM PRIVATE PROPERTY?

At this stage the question arises: Is it possible to
discover what part of the total product is due to
individual effort and what part w co-operative effort ?
Just here a law of Nature, both beautiful and
henevolent, unfolds itseifl 1o our view. This law is that
so long as men live apart, land has no selling value, bur
that directly they begin to live in communities and work
in co-operation, it acquires a selling value which steadily
increases as the community grows in mumbers and
acquires knowledge of the arts of production. But what
specially concerns us is the fact that this selling valus
of land reflects as in a mirror with marvellous accuracy
the stage of co-operation or civilisation attained.
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This value of land comes info being with the com-
munity, grows with the community, and disappears
with the community. It rises and falls as the arts, the
sciences and the powers of production rise and fall,
And it rises and falls as the efficiency of public services
. ise and fall,

i Heore s the Communal Fund and if appropriated o
public use, not only will the community in its corporaie
capacity come by lis own, but cach individual will be
left in secure possession of all that comes from his
individual labour which is his true private property.

HOW COMMON PROPERTY AND PRIVATE
FROPERTY HARMONISE.

‘Fo assert this right of men collectively o the comumon
innd a5 reflected in the value of land, and of men ine
dividuaily to their own earnings, =i we need do is to
call on those who have exclusive use of land to pay its
rent or land value into the common purse.  For any one
i ihem to enclose land, saying * 'This is mine ” without
recompensing the commumity which gives him this
privilege is a fundamentsal denial of justice. But when
he comes to terms with the community by payment of
Tent inio the common purse ke earns the right to exclusive
use of the common inkeritance and to full private property
in what remains of the praduct afier vent to the community
7 paid.
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HOW PROPERTY RIGHTS ARE VIOLATED.

But, ignoring the moral pringiple on which both
private and common property are based-the principle
that to the producer belongs the product—the stawe
viclates the rights of both, for it allows individuals ro
apprepriate Land Value and having thus given away
what belongs to the whole people, is driven w get its
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revenue through such expedients as food taxes, house
taxes, taniff taxes and industry taxes, thus taking from
individual producers what is theirs before all the world,

By tazing individual producers on their induastry it
takes from them what is theirs,

By giving to privileged individuals what belongs 1o
the community—the value of land—and by taking for
the community whar belongs 1o the individual—ihe
fruiz of his toilthe state inverts the natural order and
lzave ail in chaos,

COMMUNISM AND SPURICUS PROPERTY.

This state violzton of property rizhts has obscured
the natural law of property and has crested
minds violent prejudice against property of e
Through failure to distnguish between rae
and false property comes, in seme minds, the hat
ell property.  Moen Wke Proudhon branded aff proverty
as robbery, and I all pror were in rath of the

spurious kind which does not imply the cxertion of

labour in production bui ouly the power fo take what
others produce, the descrivton would certainly bhe
justified.  The two oumstanding types of spuzious
property are properiy in men aud property in Mature’s
bounties. The man who “ owns 2 slave takes from
him the fruir of bis woll and the man who levies tpibure
for permission 1o use the earth does the seme. Both
ways of getting wealth are bur licensed spoilation for in
necither case is service rendered in return for what is
taken, though service for service is the very cssence of 2
just distribution,

VESTED INTERESTS AND THE “ SACRED
RIGHTS OF PROPERTY.”

. Much is heard of the * Sacred Rights of Property »
and curiously encugh such talk commonly comes from
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champions of vesied interests who refuse to consider the
ethics of property. Bur what such people really mean by
“ The Sacred Rights of Property ™ and what they ars
2nEious Fo preserve sre not the wrue righrs of property
but the power. The few who possess wealthnow wield

sover the many who are rendered helpless through being

i denied access to the earth excent on terms dicrated by
its “*“owners.,”  The man who is left with nothing to
sell but his labour is at the mercy of those who can bay
that labour, This power over others is the power which
Tepnyson's ©* Morthern Farmer® had in mind, but with
“ rights of property 7 such as this, true xights of
property bave nothing in common,

THE DISTRIBUTION OF FROPERTTY.

We are now brought to the queston of how property
skouid be shared or disiributed, and T hope it has become
clesr that the question * Whar is Property ” and the
guestion ** How should wealih be disuwibuted 27 are
reaily one and the same, For if what individuals pro-
duce is their property, wealth or property should be
distributed or shared according as individusis produce
it. So we see that if every man were left in possession
of his rightfol property (the product of his labour) we
should have the ideal disiriburion of wealth,

THE * ALCHEMICS » OF THOMAS CARLYLE.

But to-day we are faced with whar Carlyle called
* The Alchemics ” which by process of law exiract from
producers their rightful property and hand it te non-
producers. The © Alchemics ” block the way to just
distribution. Bur for them cach would get what he
produces or its equivalent ; but for them each would
command services from oihers according as be rendered
services fo others, stmply because there would be mo
other way in which a living could be made. Therefore

I

to attam g just disimbunon, we must gor pid of the
Carlyle’s ™ Alchemics 7—we must abolish Jegalised
power 1o get something  for aothing, With the
* Alchemics ™ disposed of, just distribution will emerge
just as surely as water Hods iy nsturs! level when
retaining dams are dewmolished,

SCCIALISM AND THE RIGHT OF A MAN
TO WHAT HE PRODUCES,

I am aware thar there are schools of Sueislistic thoughs
which deny the right of 2 man to what be produces on
the ground that manking is the joiné heir 1o the know-
ledge that has been handed down from past generations ;
Eaowledge without which individeals io-day could pro-
dace bur little. Therefore, they claim, the prodoct is
due 1o society 23 a whole and not 1o individuals, The
answar is that by the law of nature already dealr with the
value of this handed-dowsn accumulared knowledge
crysiallizes into and is messured exactly by the vaive of
land, so that if, instzad of being approprizied by land-

lords, as it aow is, land rent were made 1o flow into the

common purse and devoted 1o public ssrvices from
which all citizens benefit alike, the accumulated know-
fedge would, in fact, be shared by all alike—in 2 word
the accumulaied knowledge would be socialized. For
example, knowledge has been handed down of how 1o
sink deep shafis for ironstone and how o smelt the ore
when it is mined. In consequence of this knowledge
iton-vearing land has aquired a high renwal value,
Without knowledge of how o sink deep shafts this land
would be of no value,  If therefore, this repral value is
turned into the common putse all will benefit alike from
the accumulated koowledge of how o mine Iromsione.
It is not in the least necessary, and wonid be quie
impracticsble, o share out the iron orp #sell or even
te sell it and divide the proceeds.
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THE VOICE OF A PATTL

A wvartation of the same ohiection v thay men o
women with unigue endowments such as the wvoice
of 2 Patil or the genius of an Edison are not entitied to
the great sums they can earn by the use of these gites,
because © they themselves have nothing 1o do with the
chance circumsiance that they possess them.” A Pary,
it i argued, has no nght to what she can gain from her
voice, < for she is only a trusiee with grave responsi-
bilities 1o the commumity for its best possible wse in
the community’s service.” The sarnings of the genius
should, they argue, go o the whole community becase
the genius does oot “create™ the exceprionat gifis with
which he or she 13 eudowed,

The answer 15 that the genius gains weslth from
his powers onfy by wsing them in the service of iy fellow
men 50 that the more he gains the more rhey gain oo
He gains reward just in measure as be gives gratification
1o others. Why should he be deprived of the reward
fresly offered him in return for thai grasificstion? Unlike
the owner of spuricus property, who as we have seen

gets something for aothing, the gesius gives value for
every penny he gets ; so what he gets is by every rule
of fair play his rightiul property.

A HEALTHY SOCIETY.

For any socrety to be constituted so that those who
produce wealth do not proportionstely receive ir is
evidence of an ailing society just as surely as it is evidence
of ailmen: when biood does pot properly circulate

‘through the human frams.  The competent doctor will

oot theow up a case of defective circulation when wold it
iz hopeless because so many complications have followed
from the trouble, bus will at once attack the root of 2l
these complicaiions by getiing the blood 10 circulate a5
it should, knowing that when successful, each part of the
body will automatically receive just what it ought and
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that complications will vanish without his Turther aid,
In the same way the competent student of social relation-
ships will not be baifled by complications in the body
politic for he knows that when we elimipate from a
diseased society those *° Alchemics ” which deprive

roducers of their product the source of its complications
will dry up and cach individusl will automatically
receive the good things of this life in proportion as he
produces them. The competent siudenr of social
relationships will also know that chief among those
“ Alchemics ** which take ezrmings from producers and
give them to nop-producers is private appropriation of
the rent or value of land.

TOORETRIEVE THE SITHATION.

In 2 society where exclusive occupation of land can
only be secured on condition that zent be paid © the
community through 2 tax on the value of land whether it
be wsed or withheld from use no man will think of
acquiring more land than he can make the fullest use of
and o poor land will come into use dli every bit of

betier land is fully developed, Land both in town and
country will then be acquired for vse only and not as is
now the case, to specuiate in or 19 make others pay oot
for its wse.  The fact that any land les idle will thea
mean that it s available to would be users free of rent.

FREE LAKND.

Therefore unlike what now happens, alf wnnsed fand
aili be free land. With free land and free conditions in
general, unemployment will be unthinkable, and many

en witl natorally work for themselves in satisfaction of
their own wants rather thap sell themselves on the
tahour market 1o employers.  This does not mean that
they will work as isolated individeals, for selfvjnierest
will urge them 1o work together in free co-operation s0
as to gain the advantages of companionship in associated
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vroduction. The expressions “ looking for work ” or
“giving 2 job " will then be expressions as meaningless &5
iey were to Crusoe or 1o the Plgrim Fathers. They will
then be no more need to ¥ ook for work 7 than o ** look
for mir,” because 5o long as good land is free, work will
come of itself and not by favour of any man. TFree well-
placed land being available to all, men themselves will be
free and independent in the fullest sense of the word, and
the labour market—meaning the market into which men
are now driven, there to bid against each other for
“masiers 7 because they are deprived of the opporiunity
for self-employment—will be a thing of the past, if
any still question the possibility of spportioning rewagd
according 10 production, let him ask himsel, how under
these free conditions there could be any other apportion-
ment.

T'o retrieve the existing situation we have o undp or
stop doing rather than to do.  Our social roubles and
maladjustents are npot due o any  defect in ihe
matured order.  They fow from unjust laws and only by
repeal of such laws can we ever get right.  We have put
men in chains—we have now to set them free. Day by
day the producer is legally robbed of his rightful property
Mot by new legislation dasigned to mitigate the froubles
which fow from predatory laws can we ever hope to find
a way out, but only by repeal of the laws to which the
rroubles are due.  If our aim is 1o promote the common
good we must not deny the zight of property. On the
comtrary  we must place &t on sure foundadons of
justice, and when we have banished those spurious forms
of property which give power 1o reap without sowing,
we shall have done all that is within the power of man o
remove the cause of present discontents,

W. R. LESTEER.
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