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    PREFACE.




     




    THIS is no attempt to make people content with, things as they are, but to turn the search for improvement in a promising direction. Unrest and agitation are vastly better than stagnation, but to bring the best results they must be wisely practical and in harmony with Law.




     




    The general purpose of this volume is the outlining of a political economy which is natural and practical, rather than artificial and theoretical. While independent of professional methods, it aims to be usefully suggestive to the popular mind. As a treatise, it is not scholastic, statistical, or historic, but rather an earnest search for inherent laws and principles.




     




    In 1887 the author issued a small book entitled " Natural Law in the Business World," which was well received and passed through several editions. The present volume is substantially a new work, although a portion of the original matter has been retained, somewhat changed in form. If it contains any larger measure of truth, the writer will congratulate himself upon any seeming inconsistency.




     




    The different factors of society need to be drawn together and not rent more widely apart. Negative conditions exist ; but they will not be improved by stimulating their realism, or by the assumption that they are inherent. Idealism is as wholesome in sociology as elsewhere. True sympathy for prevailing ills does not express itself in a morbid pessimism, but in pointing out the road to improvement and in inspiring hope and courage.




     




    Conventional political economy, as professionally formulated, lacks a practical element which renders it of little utility in actual experience. Not being fitted into the nature and constitution of man, it is largely a mass of fine-spun intellectual abstraction. If the absorption of ponderous tomes of scholastic political economy does not add to one's equipment for the practical business of life, it is not easy to discover its usefulness.




     




    The "cause of labor" has been injured by crowding under its banner many fallacies, and even more by the assumption that its interest is naturally antagonistic to that of other social elements. Society is a complex organism, or Greater Unit, and "when one member suffers, all suffer." The mischievous doctrine of a necessary diversity is largely responsible for prevailing frictions and antagonisms. The fault is not with the " social system," but with abuses which are the fruitage of moral delinquency in personal character. Labor and capital, when deeply defined, melt into each other.




     




    The " labor problem " will never be solved by mere sentimental and professional treatment. The laborer often suffers more from the mistaken action of his professed champions than from the natural ills of his condition, and this will continue so long as he is led into a moral and economic antagonism. A deep and diligent search for causes and remedies should take the place of a mere superficial rehearsal of woes. Not only the human constitution, but the world in general, would have to be made over before the chimerical plans of professional " labor reformers" could be made operative. Artifice can never be substituted for evolution and Natural Law.




     




    The writer will yield to no one in the intensity of his desire to promote, not only the public weal, but the interest of labor in its completeness. In whatever way superficial critics may construe detached statements of this book, the fact will remain that its deepest intent and animus is the true welfare of the workingman.




     




    The recognition of the universality of Law is the greatest achievement and inspiration of modern times, and it is no less regnant in social economics than in physical science. Circumstances and conditions change, but the orderly sequences of Natural Law continue uniform. All improvement must come through a better interpretation of and conformity to its immutable lines.




     




     




    I. GENERAL PRINCIPLES.




     




    BEFORE entering upon any systematic study of the inherent economic laws which permeate and shape the business world as it is at present constituted, it is well to suggest that many existing limitations at some future period may be outgrown. Natural Law is never suspended or repealed by any force which can be exerted upon the same plane ; but it is axiomatic that a higher law may overcome a lower one. When we lift a weight, gravitation is not suspended, but its force is overcome by the superior law of the human will. Tree-life causes the sap to ascend, not by repealing gravity, but by surmounting it. The predominant motive of social economy, on the present plane of human development, is self-interest ; but this does not always amount to selfishness, nor does it imply that individual interests are necessarily antagonistic to each other. Normal self-interest is not only honest, but entirely compatible with philanthropy. But when, in the hoped-for golden period of the future, humanity comes into a general recognition of the higher law of unselfishness, this superior force will reach down and overcome many laws that are inherent and unrepealable on their own plane. Such an advanced condition of society is to be earnestly labored for ; but any present study of business tendencies must be made in the light of existing conditions and developments. Nationalists and communists, even though well-intentioned as the great majority undoubtedly are will never be able to galvanize unselfishness upon humanity from the outside, through governmental legislation or communistic social framework. It will only be unfolded as the natural outward expression of higher internal character.




     




    Natural Law, as it is considered in this work, embraces in its scope the forces and tendencies which are at present operative. To hasten the evolution of higher social and economic conditions, a beginning must be made among the existent underlying antecedents which will produce them. Any inversion of this natural order will retard the coming ideal. To spend our time and energy on the outside, is only to whiten the " sepulchre." Higher attainments in any department are helped forward by the faithful use of those already actualized. When the grand reign of unselfishness is finally ushered in, it will come as an evolutionary growth, "without observation." It will be just as " natural," in its due course, as any of the lower accomplishments which preceded. Forces now operative will never be repealed in their own province, but gradually outgrown. The hope of the future lies entirely in the expansion and upliftment of character. When altruism and brotherhood are kindled in the human soul, they will find outward manifestation, and nothing can prevent it. All growth is from within, outward, for such is the eternal order, and no human power can reverse it. The unnatural cannot be made natural, or grapes gathered from thistles. The most ideal and perfect legislation that it is possible to conceive is powerless to raise men from the plane of self-interest. Lifting force comes from internal education and evolution.




     




    The present " social system " bearing in mind that its abuses are no real part of it is the only one that will serve humanity in its present stage of development. As well fit an artificial shell to the back of a tortoise, as to frame any new external order to suit present ethical conditions and necessities. There are many such artificial shells proposed, each of which is warranted to fit in fact to be a universal panacea for existing ills. Among them are, land in common, governmental transportation, an income tax, limited fortunes, unlimited silver, gold mono-metallism, unlimited "greenbacks," a high tariff, a low tariff, free trade all these and many more. Without any argument at present as to the merits or demerits of these proposed measures, the point is only made in this connection that it is beyond their power and range to remedy existing economic ills. If ever the time arrives when true socialism pure and simple is practical, as a form of government, neither it nor any other external system will be needed. At that high evolutionary stage every man can and may be a law unto himself. Non-resistance and unselfishness will then comprise the brief but unwritten code of humanity. At present, any new or forced artificial social framework would rather retard than aid a natural growth towards more ideal conditions.




     




    Economic evils, now so prominent and universal, are not the outcome of the present " social system," but of the abuses which fasten themselves to it, consequent upon general moral delinquency. They are not a real part of it, but are like barnacles on the bottom of a ship. Human pride is reluctant to look within for deficiencies, but will roam to the ends of the earth to locate them outside. There is no social system, or any other human institution, so perfect, that abuses do not creep in. Stealing and cheating are abuses. They are not a normal but an abnormal part of the present order. These reflections are pertinent because sentimental theorists make our social system the scapegoat for almost every overt violation of the Decalogue.




     




    Every genuine has its counterfeit, and every positive its negative. The present order, in its purity, is the only one for existing conditions, because it is their natural index and outcome. It fits what is back of it as the photograph represents the negative. The outer must correspond with the inner, else law and sequence would be at fault, and the chain which binds cause and effect be severed.




     




    In political economy, as elsewhere, an intelligent study of phenomena is only possible in the light of its unseen though ever potent laws and causation. The most useful knowledge that is attainable in any realm embraces primarily the comprehension of its underlying relations and chains of sequence. The scientific standpoint from which to view human manifestations takes in, not merely present activities, but those which reach backward and forward. Phenomena are the exact fruitage of antecedents. Science formerly made but slow progress, because its attention was fixed upon superficial manifestations, while hidden beneath them were the universal and immutable forces of law. The effort has always been made to " patch up " from the outside, whereas real growth takes place in layers from, the centre outward.




     




    The phenomena of electricity have been before the eyes of the world for all the past centuries, but until recently there was little systematic study of its laws. Now that these are beginning to be grasped, it ceases to be mere uninterpreted manifestation, and becomes a tamed and beneficent agent of utility. The world has been almost surprised to find that Natural Law can invariably be relied upon. In the whole illimitable cosmos, material and immaterial, there is nothing capricious or uncertain. At first glance, there is much that seems to happen ; but it may be safely assumed, that no event ever took place without an endless chain of causation leading up to it, link by link.




     




    The scope of orderly law being unlimited, it manifestly includes every side and phase of social economics. In the economic domain, statistics, tariffs, coinage, currency, capital, and labor have received abundant study ; but all these are only the multiform visible expressions of the working of natural law. Either of them when considered by itself, outside of its larger unitary relations, becomes disproportionate and misleading. Events are unimportant except as their significance is interpreted. Statistics are only fingerboards to show the way to law-fullness. Their meaning and relation is the real problem pressing for solution. On the troubled surface of the sea of finance there is a confused array of facts, events, ups and downs, sentiments, and opinions, which are well-nigh valueless so long as they lack orderly translation.




     




    If Natural Law in its immutable tendencies be reliable, and also serviceable when intelligently comprehended, it is important that its hidden leadings be searched for and discovered. But to successfully accomplish this, we must divest ourselves of all prejudice, and seek the truth for its own inherent value. Its deep lines can never be bent or distorted, but owing to preconceived theories numerous subjective illusions and inversions are possible. The desire to find a certain opinion true, often clouds the reality. To truly learn, it is necessary to unlearn. The vital truth is always beneficent, even if at first sight it have an unwelcome, or possibly an adverse aspect. To find the "whys and wherefores " of any fact is a long step towards divining its place and use. Take the law of competition. Viewed superficially especially when applied to labor it has hard and repulsive aspects. Shall we then deny the existence of such a law, and denounce all competitive effort as unmitigated selfishness, or not rather look deeper to see if correct interpretation will reveal utility and even beneficence ? Is there constructive competition as well as that which is destructive ? May it not be its abuse which is adverse, and will not a more discerning view show that it supplements co-operation ? Is there not healthful competition as well as that which is unhealthful ? Can there not be competitive giving, being, and doing, as well as getting and monopolizing ? It is far wiser to rightly adjust any universal principle than to deny its place, or, perhaps, hastily conclude that it is only "cruel." Competition between two market-men may help to feed a whole needy neighborhood. Every thing has its place in the general unitary Whole, and when its true relations are disclosed its seemingly adverse features become neutralized or even transformed. A perfect sphere has roundness and smoothness, but its detached fragments are each irregular and jagged. A fact or principle viewed out of its logical environment does not show its truth. Any intelligent synthetic method is far too rare. To analyze, dissect, and sever, often snaps the ties of relationship and leads to unprofitable dogmatism. Natural Law, as applied to the domain of Political Economy, is defined by Webster as " a rule of conduct arising out of the natural relations of human beings, established by the Creator, and existing prior to any positive precept." Natural Law in the economic realm is not different from that which runs through physics, morals, mechanics, and science. It is but one of the many subdivisions of Universal Natural Law, or the grand Unity of Truth. In other words, the principles which reign in the department of political economy are not artificially fenced off in a field by themselves, but they have a most intimate connection with all the other subdivisions of orderly facts. There is also a corresponding kinship in error. With false premises and a colored medium, not only one truth is subjectively transformed, but all its relations are also distorted and colored to correspond. In this way systems of negation are built u} > ; for with one error for a basis, a whole series must be evolved to harmonize with it.




     




    Natural Law is everywhere. Its lines as they permeate the business world may not be so easily traceable as in material science, but the evidence of their existence and rule is no less positive and unquestionable. But their relations are more complex. They are so interlaced and mingled with human or legislative law on the one hand, and -a purely mental and moral economy on the other, that any study of one is impossible, except in its connection. They shade into each other so perfectly that no line of demarcation is visible.




     




    The general perception of the uniform and universal reign of law has grown with the growth of knowledge, and at the present time the highest aim of science is its fuller discovery and interpretation. Natural Law is but another name for the methods of the Creator j and that being admitted, it is evident that all just and wholesome human enactment must be founded upon it. That this true foundation is more generally recognized and built upon at the present time than in any past age, is obvious ; and this is especially true where constitutional and democratic forms of government prevail. Human law is the will of society in an effort to interpret natural method ; and although it may put limits on individual will, it is yet indispensable to human welfare. There has been a steady improvement in legislation and government, in proportion as Natural Law has been understood. Step by step the patriarchal, tribal, and monarchal forms of government have played their part, and led up to the modern republic, which is the most wholesome framework of society yet evolved. Further improvement will follow in proportion as the lines of Natural Law shall be wrought into the warp and woof of the social fabric.




     




    The key to progress and approximate perfection in every department, whether physical, mental, moral, or even spiritual, is conformity to law. Take a few illustrations : A thorough observance of mental and physical hygienic law tends directly to healthful and normal individual development. A greater or less transgression brings a proportionate penalty. The penalty must be paid whether the violation be knowingly or ignorantly committed. A headache and nervous depression are very certain to follow a prolonged drunken revelry, but no more so than are panic and business stagnation to come after an era of wild speculation. That physical disease, the effect of which is to gradually thin the blood toward a watery condition, when it continues unchecked, is no less certain in its logical results than will be the degradation of our monetary system to a silver or greenback basis, if at any time a process of dilution indefinitely continues. Legislation may for a while prevent the full assertion of law, but it is nevertheless an active, living force, unceasingly pressing in the direction of its natural fulfillment. A stream may be dammed on its way to the ocean, but the final tide-level of its waters is not a matter of question. It would be as reasonable to expect to increase the efficiency of one blade of a pair of shears by the mutilation of its companion, as to benefit either capital or labor by an antagonistic policy toward the other. Illustrations might be multiplied.




     




    Some think it practicable to transgress natural principles with impunity, so long as they avoid the open violation and penalty of human legislation ; forgetting that the penalty of the former is the inevitable sequence of the transgression. One may try to persuade himself that even eternal principles are elastic and subject to exceptions, for the reason that they sometimes seem to fail to assert their rule. But if they do not vindicate themselves speedily, we may be sure that they are always pressing in that direction, and will never be satisfied till the end is reached. We confine water in a tube, but its tendency to seek a level continues, and no human power can divest it of this inclination. Natural Law is a living force, persistent, reliable, always in its place and pressing to do its work. It is this invariableness which enables us to use it, and make it serviceable. While, therefore, it is true that we are always under its sovereignty, it is no less a fact that when we comply with its conditions, it becomes our most valuable and indispensable co-worker. Its powerful aid, like that of steam or electricity, is always in waiting, only we must not dictate its methods of operation. We make mistakes, and our lines of action are often inharmonious and contrary, while the operations of Natural Law are consistent and harmonious. Its different factors may modify, or counteract, but never oppose each other, for truth cannot be in opposition to truth. Its only warfare is with error, and its complete victory is simply a question of time.




     




     




    II. SUPPLY AND DEMAND.




     




    SUPPLY is positive, and demand negative. All negatives are seeking for satisfaction and completeness in their corresponding positives. Evil is a demand for good, disorder for order, and darkness for light. Ugliness seeks beauty ; weakness, strength; and hunger, food. All positives are waiting to bestow themselves. These two principles never rest easily until united. Each will wander to the end of the earth to find compensation in its counterpart.




     




    The law of supply and demand is perhaps the most general and fundamental of all the brotherhood of natural laws, and we have direct relations with it at all times and under all circumstances. It lies at the foundation of all modern commerce, civilization, invention, and science. It has been the main-spring in every transaction, trade, and exchange, back to the time when man existed under the most primitive conditions. It was the basis of the first exchanges of flint arrow-heads and skins among savage and barbarous tribes, as it also is of all the multiform currents and counter-currents of modern economic life. Its force cannot be measured. Its pressure impels mankind to work its behests, in gathering, transporting, and exchanging the products of the globe, in order that these two principles may meet and find satisfaction. Men will penetrate to the heart of tropical Africa, or the frigid regions of the Arctic zone ; they will dive to the bottom of the sea, or delve in the bowels of the earth, to bring forth all the complex materials of supply, in order to meet the grand aggregate of universal demand. No enterprise is too venturesome, no effort too daring.




     




    Supply and demand are like the halves of a sphere, neither being complete without the other, and each waiting for the other, as necessary to produce roundness and perfection. Throughout the whole cosmic economy each of these factors is not only incomplete without the other, but each is evidence of the existence of the other. Even in the spiritual world, universal analogy teaches that as man was created with a natural desire or demand for future existence, that this demand will be satisfied. Demand was created for supply, and supply for demand, and they have an unerring affinity for each other. A vacuum is a demand for air, and cold for heat. Man's natural constitution has many demands, and all these are easily supplied when it is in a normal condition.




     




    Applying these principles more specifically, let us for illustration take the problem of furnishing the food supplies of a great city like London or New York. We find that just the required amount and variety are forthcoming from every quarter of the globe, and all without any system, design, or forethought. The Chinaman is gathering the tea, the Brazilian the coffee, the Dakota farmer is raising the wheat, and every other quarter and country of the globe are striving to make up the supply to fit this never ending demand. It does this as perfectly as if it were regulated by a pair of colossal balances. The element of price comes in and smoothes off the inequalities, so that the two surfaces come together perfectly as though polished for the purpose. If a temporary, or even expected, surplus of any article occurs, the price drops just enough to increase the demand to the point of perfect equilibrium. If there be a temporary or foreseen future deficiency, the price rises, and the inevitable equilibrium is restored as before. It is the element of price which always determines the point at which the equilibrium is reached, and price is modified by still another element, which is competition. In the event of a tendency toward excess, competition takes place among sellers ; and, on the other hand, a predominance of demand causes competition among buyers. All commercial transactions and prices, not only of material products, but of everything that has value, like rates of interest, rents, salaries, brainwork, as well as that of muscle, are so regulated. The salary of the clergyman, the fees of the lawyer, and rates of transportation, as well as wages for manual labor, are all controlled by this law. Great talent brings a high price because of its scarcity. Price is a relative quantity, and not an abstract amount. Competition among buyers may cause strawberries to bring a dollar a quart in April, and among sellers may bring them down to ten cents in June. They were relatively as cheap at the one time as the other, the price at which supply and demand became equal varying by so much in the different months.




     




    These laws are elastic and beneficent ; and they adapt themselves to all conditions in a natural and easy way, if allowed to operate without interference. Not that they will do away with all the ills of society, or give to every man employment at good wages, or always give success in business ; for all such drawbacks are incidental to human fallibility and imperfection. The effect, however, of an attempt to put any forced or artificial laws in their place, is to increase tenfold the friction and difficulty. Such an effort always reacts, and is harmful to those who mistakenly hope for benefit. Let us adduce a few illustrations. Legislative interference in trying to fix rates of interest or rather, one might say, in trying to take away the freedom of individual contract in the different States, is now generally admitted to be worse than useless, although years ago it was regarded as necessary. The effort to substitute artificial rates for natural ones, under penalty, not only did not accomplish the purpose intended, but actually made interest dearer, by obstructing supplies, injuring confidence, and by natural reaction. When the peculiar conditions in any State make money worth really more than the maximum legal rate, the practical rate is still further enhanced, to equal the risk of the penalty which the lender incurs. Both parties also feel that they do no moral wrong by evading a statute which interferes with the first principles of personal freedom. So generally does this view of the case now prevail, that this form of legislative interference with Natural Law is practically a dead letter, although in some States the ill-advised statutes are nominally still in force. Legislative interference except to enforce impartiality with rates of transportation, and. with passenger, telegraph, and telephone service, is in the same line, and will, in the long run, be found to produce similar results. Aside from legislative enactment (which will be considered more fully in the chapter on Economic Legislation), the most formidable attempts to force artificial prices occur in the cases of railway pools or combinations, speculative corners in food products and coal, and in labor unions. The results of these efforts are in the main unsuccessful, and in any case but temporary, and, of course, they lack the moral dignity of legislative interference. In the case of railway combinations, statistics show that in all instances where pool rates were put at a point much above that which may be regarded as normal, they were very short-lived. Such a variety of disintegrating and competitive influences come in, that even the most binding agreements to maintain artificial rates soon have to yield. In the case of speculative combinations and corners, or efforts to control market prices, it may be admitted that in a few instances they have been apparently successful, but in a vastly greater number they have not succeeded, and often have ruined their projectors. In the successful cases, where one clique of operators has succeeded in cornering the market, or in establishing artificial prices, it has only been in consequence of another clique selling for future delivery what it did not possess in common parlance of the commercial world called " selling short," which is in itself an abnormal condition. Any effort to artificially advance prices against natural consumption alone is rarely attempted, for to have any chance of success there must be the opposing clique of " short sellers," or those who are trying to artificially depress the market. Even with the large amount of " short selling," attempts to corner the market for food products are becoming more and more infrequent, owing to the increased rapidity of transportation, which has a strong equalizing tendency. Wherever such combinations have temporarily succeeded, the result has been brought about by peculiar conditions, and in a forcible manner, before Natural Law had time to assert itself. It was like lifting a heavy weight in spite of gravitation.




     




    There is much popular misapprehension regarding the power which can be exerted by " combines " to change natural tendencies. We often see newspaper headlines like the following : " The West is holding back its grain ; " or, " Chicago speculators are trying to force up the foreign markets ; " or, " Wall Street has combined to get up a boom ; " and many other similar announcements. The idea that the millions of farmers in the West, or that the thousands of operators in Chicago or Wall Street, could come to any general understanding in regard to a uniform policy is absurd. Instead of any such condition of unity ever existing, there are always two parties, known in common parlance as " bulls " and " bears," each of which is a balance to the other, like the two elements under consideration. The bears represent the principle of supply, and the bulls that of demand ; and. as elsewhere, the higher or lower prices determine the point of equilibrium between them. So far from combination, not only each party, but every individual, is trying to excel all others in making the most correct estimate of the natural drift and tendency of existing conditions, and how to profit thereby.




     




    Of forced artificial prices for labor by labor unions, we shall refer more fully in another chapter, but in passing will suggest that the uniform dominion of these principles is not suspended in the regulation of labor values, as some theorists maintain. In the long run the value of the labor of any one is determined by its relative excellency. If artificially forced up by combination or coercion it will soon react. No matter how much we might wish it otherwise, facts are in opposition. Not only that, but upon closer study we shall find that the laboring man is as much concerned in the integrity of these laws, even if he had the power to modify them, as any other part of society. As we have before noticed, the prices of brain labor are regulated by these two elements, and it would be a violation of all analogy to claim special exception in the case of muscle. He who tries to sow the seeds of discontent in the minds of laboring men by teaching such a theory, is not their true friend. He may be actuated by an honest, though misguided sympathy, but it is none the less harmful to the laborer, and tends directly to degrade his manliness and lessen his product. The sentimentalists who expect the laboring man will be benefited by force of combination as though he were going into a combat are mistaken. Societies of laboring men might be organized for social, intellectual, and moral purposes, and be productive of great good ; but when, as at present, they are constituted for the sole purpose of forcing artificial prices, they injure not only the laborer himself, but they are harmful to business and confidence, and are detrimental to society at large. A seller of labor, as of any thing else, is dependent on demand; and demand cannot be coerced. Whenever that is attempted, it shrinks back. It is like picking, a quarrel with the only friend who can help us. Supply cannot afford to repel and diminish demand. It would be a poor way to induce a horse to drink, to force his head under water.




     




    Demand can be stimulated, courted, and increased by the adoption of such a policy as will promote peaceful conditions, and inspire confidence, for the present and the future. Wages then rise naturally from increased demand. Under such conditions, every employer enlarges his capacity, and as a buyer of labor has to offer higher prices to get it. The almost or quite one hundred per cent advance in average wages which has been made during the last thirty years, in spite of the immense immigration into the country, is a natural advance, and was caused by an excess of demand. If the forcing process had been continually applied during that period, the advance would have been much less marked, for the reason that the demand would have been injured. As we have already seen that supply and demand, after adjusted by price, are always equal, it follows that an injury to one is harmful to both. It may be objected that in the case of factory towns and cities, the immobility of labor would prevent in some degree the right adjustment of wages by the law of supply and demand. This may be true temporarily ; but there is no other practical adjustment possible, and therefore we have no choice. However, the practical immobility is never so great, but that in the event of any forced or continued attempt to impose artificially low prices upon labor by employers, a gradual but sure process of recovery will begin at once, and not stop until the normal rate is approximated. The emigration from such a factory or town may be gradual, but it will be continuous, until the inevitable equilibrium is reached. It is no compliment to the intelligence and to assert to the contrary. The real self-interest of the employer is also a powerful factor, for the immigration would be from his most intelligent and desirable class of help.




     




    In general, demand has grown from the cravings of primitive man for simple food and shelter, and these of the crudest character, up to the infinite and wonderfully complex variety of desire that characterizes modern civilization, and supply has paralleled its track for the entire distance. This equal progress and the enlargement of supply and demand will continue in the future, and no one can fix their limits. Until human character evolved to that degree that unselfishness becomes the unwritten and all-prevailing law, supply and demand will always be kept equal by the regulative adjustment of price. May the day be hastened when the higher law will overcome the lower, and price be a thing of the past. But when it appears it will come voluntarily, without "observation," and for the reason that it is the outer index of transformed and illumined character.




     




     




    III. THE LAW OF COMPETITION.




     




    HAS competition a normal place in the realm of social economics ? This is a question which recently has called forth considerable discussion, and upon which opinions vary widely. In giving it an affirmative answer, we take a different and broader view than that held by some earnest and sincere philanthropists for whom we have great respect. So far as they are concerned, their practical benevolent spirit is not impaired by some abstract intellectual speculations, as to what is, and what is not, the proper framework for an ideal social system. But with all due appreciation of their altruism, the fact remains, that there is a much more numerous class of illogical people who are induced to make impractical, and even harmful applications of such speculative theories.




     




    In forming a just estimate of any principle, it is important that a proper discrimination be made between that which is considered, per se, and its abuses. These, in reality, are only the negations of any system of positive good. Instead of forming any part of it, they constitute the lack of it. Normal competition is a natural law, and being deeply implanted in the human constitution, it forms an indispensable part of ethical economics. Knavery, corruption, oppression, and fraud do not belong to it. They are weak spots where there is too little of the normal present order. Average character is not yet evolved up to the level of the " system," and therefore it is the former which is at fault. When the unintelligent laborer is assured that his ills are due to the existing framework of society, he ignores the individual deficiencies of himself and others, which constitute the real source of his trouble. He is persuaded that a great institution, for which he is not responsible, is adverse, and hence he makes little effort at self-improvement, and imagines that he has a righteous quarrel with society in general.




     




    To compete, as denned by Webster, is "to contend, as rivals for a prize ; to strive emulously." To be competent, is " to answer all requirements ; having adequate power or right ; fitted ; qualified ; to be sufficient for." The normal use of the term does not necessarily imply unfriendliness or antagonism. There is wholesome competition in heroism, self-sacrifice, liberality, excellence of production, and in high ideals and aspirations. He who, in any position, is eminent, is competent, or, in reality, a successful competitor. To speak of competition in error, crime, or cruelty, is an abuse, or negative application of the principle. Some sentimental writers have rated it as the antithesis of co-operation. It is rather a stimulating and necessary element of co-operation, for there is competition among the most earnest co-operators. Who will co-operate the most and best ? Evidently the successful competitor. Not because he is unfriendly, but relatively more competent. Competition and co-operation are the two hemispheres of one globe. They each have a necessary function in the unitary system of the Whole.




     




    The old adage that " competition is the life of trade," is well founded. In the business world, it consists either in giving a better article at the same price, or as good a one for less. He who does these things successfully carries out the principle, and proves himself competent. The incompetent falls behind in the competitive test, and his usefulness to the community of which he is a part is therefore much less. Competition between two gas companies may give a whole city better and cheaper light. Though the more incompetent of the two will suffer somewhat, a thousand-fold more persons receive the benefit. Take, for illustration, a dozen leading retail dry-goods houses in any large city. A stirring competition among them gives perhaps half a million of people better goods, lower prices, a greater variety, and more attentive service. It provides for the return of goods when unsatisfactory, guarantees quality, and allows exchanges. Each makes an effort to attract patronage and to secure a reputation for reliability and liberal treatment. If six of the dozen, which are the most incompetent, suffer somewhat in the race, it is for the benefit of the half million. Many of this great community are poor, and the inevitable rivalry works greatly to their advantage. It is a partial sacrifice of the few for benefit to the many. It is deplorable that competition sometimes causes seamstresses to live in garrets and make shirts at starvation prices ; but it should not be forgotten that for each one of these, a hundred poor people, as a consequence, buy their shirts cheaply. Again, were most of these shirt-makers to put aside an unfounded and foolish fancy as to relative social status, they could go to domestic service, where competition among buyers always I insures not only good wages, but good homes.




     




    Perhaps the most extreme instance of successful competition may be found in that great organization known as the Standard Oil Company. By its rare combination of skill, capital, and executive ability, it has driven a hundred, more or less, competing companies out of the business of refining petroleum. These non-competents suffer though as a rule they have sold their plants to their gigantic competitor at good prices but, as a consequence, sixty millions of people get better and cheaper light. There are a hundred thousand consumers of kerosene where there is one refiner. Regarding the company just cited as illustrating the power of Natural Law, we are not defending, or even considering, in this connection, the morality of its various specific transactions. If that has been defective, it is not the fault of our social system, but of private delinquency and the laxity of our legal tribunals.




     




    Competition is not limited to individuals and corporations, but its quickening impulse is felt by states and nations. Wherever it is most prevalent and intense, there the progress of science, invention, and civilization is the most rapid.




     




    Any effort, in the business world, to excel in giving less, a poorer quality, or at a higher price in short, to render an inferior service is not competition. Such an effort would be only its absence, which might well be denominated in-competition .




     




    The sentimental prejudice existing against this universal law is the result of a narrow view of a single element in it, as seen disconnected from its relations. It is mainly indulged in by those who are unaware that law pervades the economic realm, but are of the opinion that it is governed by sentiment and impulse.




     




    Were it not for the ever-present stimulus of the desire to excel, we might still be travelling in clumsy wagons without springs, instead of the " limited express." We would still navigate the sea in " caravels " if not by means of even cruder craft unmindful of present luxury and speed, which make distant nations like next-door neighbors.




     




    China has made little progress in art, science, and invention for thousands of years, from the almost utter dearth of emulation among its people. Barbarous tribes emerge from savagery, ignorance, and poverty, only as rapidly as competition becomes mingled with, and added to cooperation. An Indian tribe has the latter in high degree, but as the former is wanting there is little individual progress. Co-operation alone, keeps all upon the same level. Each is satisfied with the methods and attainments of his ancestors and neighbors. Competitive energy has evolved the whole fabric of modern civilization. A watch could as well run without a mainspring, as the world make progress with this universal tonic wanting. But a sickly and sentimental paternalism sees competition as a principle which is inimical to the interests of the " laboring man." Is such a man disconnected from, and an exception to, all the rest of humanity ? One would so conclude, for his champions often assume that his welfare lies in direct opposition to that of the rest of society. But the fact is that competition is his best friend. It impels him toward the very industry, merit, and progress which his self-imposed leaders and guardians discourage. The desire to excel in the laboring man is the great lever to lift him higher. But for that he would forever delve on the low plane of mediocrity. It prompts and spurs him to better service and higher attainment. It uplifts, not merely by pushing from behind, but through ideals from above. Its motto is ever, Excelsior ! Every one who is competent, and competing, gives the world his co-operation by raising the general average.




     




    The term " laboring man " has been mistakenly limited in its popular significance, so as only to include those who labor in a particular way. The law of labor is both universal and beneficent ; and he who strives to evade it, and does not in some way work, in and for the world, will suffer for its violation.




     




    The disparagement of competition by labor unions is a costly mistake, for it virtually puts a premium upon incompetency. Individual excellence, and an ambition to rise above the dead level of other incompetents, meets with thinly disguised disapprobation. A most baseless and mischievous theory has attained wide acceptance, that, in the process of rising, one necessarily pulls another down. The exact opposite is true, for every wholesome example really forms a general ideal and stimulus. Prevailing fallacies directly lessen and deteriorate product, while the irrepealable law ever remains, that in the long run excellence alone confers value. The combined labor unions of the world cannot permanently lift wages above their natural value, neither can the united " trusts " of the world confer abnormal value that will last. Quality and demand together form the only permanent basis of value in the commercial world, and the united force of combination and legislation cannot render it otherwise.




     




    Were it possible to do away with the law of competition, humanity would settle down to a stagnant level, and evolution be turned back.




     




    When, in the future, mental and spiritual evolution shall have ushered in the ideal reign of unselfishness and altruism, there will still be an active competition in kindly deeds and loving ministry.




     




     




    IV. THE LAW OF CO-OPERATION.




     




    IN the preceding chapter the fact was noted that the laws of competition and co-operation supplement, but do not antagonize each other. Either, taken alone, is fragmentary and incomplete. Like supply and demand, each rounds out its counterpart. They are therefore friendly, both being indispensable in the normal Whole.
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