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PUBLISHERS' NOTE.




 




The literary reputation and the

high social and political rank of the Duke of Argyll have attracted unusual

attention to his arraignment of Henry George's doctrine as to property in land.

Mr. George has made a vigorous and aggressive reply, which is here given in

juxtaposition with the Duke's attack. This passage-at-arms triply challenges

attention because of the burning interest in the question itself at present,

the representative character of the disputants, and the dialectic skill with

which the controversy is conducted. 


















 




I. THE PROPHET OF SAN FRANCISCO.




 




BY THE DUKE OF ARGYLL. 




 




THERE are some advantages in

being a citizen— even a very humble citizen— in the Republic of Letters. If any

man has ever written anything on matters of serious concern, which others have

read with interest, he will very soon find himself in contact with curious

diversities of mind. Subtle sources of sympathy will open up before him in

contrast with sources, not less subtle, of antipathy, and both of them are

often interesting and instructive in the highest degree. 




A good many years ago a friend of

mine, whose opinion I greatly value, was kind enough to tell me of his approval

of a little book which I had then lately published. As he was a man of pure

taste, and naturally much more inclined to criticism than assent, his approval

gave me pleasure. But being a man also very honest and outspoken, he took care

to explain that his approval was not unqualified. He liked the whole book

except one chapter, " in which," he added, " it seems to me

there is a good deal of nonsense." 




There was no need to ask him what

that chapter was. I knew it very well. It could be none other than a chapter called

" Law in Politics," which was devoted to the question how far, in

human conduct and affairs, we can trace the Reign of Law in the same sense, or

in a sense very closely analogous to that in which we can trace it in the

physical sciences. There were several things in that chapter which my friend

was not predisposed to like. In the first place, he was an active politician,

and such men are sure to feel the reasoning to be unnatural and unjust which

tends to represent all the activities of their life as more or less the results

of circumstance. In the second place, he was above all other things a Free

Trader, and the governing idea of that school is that every attempt to

interfere by law with anything connected with trade or manufacture is a folly

if not a crime. Now, one main object of my " nonsense" chapter was to

show that this doctrine is not true as an absolute proposition. It drew a line

between two provinces of legislation, in one of which such interference had

indeed been proved to be mischievous, but in the other of which interference

had been equally proved to be absolutely required. Protection, it was shown,

had been found to be wrong in all attempts to regulate the value or the price

of anything. But Protection, it was also shown, had been found to be right and

necessary in defending the interests of life, health, and morals. As a matter

of historical fact, it was pointed out that during the present century there

had been two steady movements on the part of Parliament — one a movement of

retreat, the other a movement of advance. Step by step legislation had been

abandoned in all endeavors to regulate interests purely economic; while, step

by step, not less steadily, legislation had been adopted more and more

extensively for the regulation of matters in which those higher interests were

concerned. Moreover, I had ventured to represent both these movements as

equally important— the movement in favor of Protection in one direction being

quite as valuable as the movement against Protection in another direction. It

was not in the nature of things that my friend should admit this equality, or

even any approach to a comparison between the two movements. In promoting one

of them he had spent his life, and the truths it represented were to him the

subject of passionate conviction. Of the other movement he had been at best

only a passive spectator, or had followed its steps with cold and critical

toleration. To place them on anything like the same level as steps of advance in

the science of government, could not but appear to him as a proposition

involving "a good deal of nonsense." But critics may themselves be

criticized; and sometimes authors are in the happy position of seeing behind

both the praise and the blame they get. In this case I am unrepentant. I am

firmly convinced that the social and political value ' of the principle which

has led to the repeal of all laws for the regulation of price is not greater

than the value of the principle which has led to the enactment of many laws for

the regulation of labor. If the Factory Acts and many others of the like kind

had not been passed we should for many years have been hearing a hundred

"bitter cries" for every one which assails us now, and the social

problems which still confront us would have been much more difficult and

dangerous than they are. 




Certain it is that if the train

of thought which led up to this conclusion was distasteful to some minds, it

turned out to be eminently attractive to many others. And of this, some years

later, I had a curious proof. From the other side of the world, and from a

perfect stranger, there came a courteous letter accompanied by the present of a

book. The author had read mine, and he sent his own. In spite of

prepossessions, he had confidence in a candid hearing. The letter was from Mr.

Henry George, and the book was " Progress and Poverty." Both were

then unknown to fame; nor was it possible for me fully to appreciate the

compliment conveyed until I found that the book was directed to prove that

almost all the evils of humanity are to be traced to the very existence of

landowners, and that by divine right land could only belong to everybody in

general and to nobody in particular. 




The credit of being open to

conviction is a great credit, and even the heaviest drafts upon it cannot well

be made the subject of complaint. And so I could not be otherwise than nattered

when this appeal in the sphere of politics was followed by another in the

sphere of science. Another author was good enough to present me with his book;

and I found that it was directed to prove that all the errors of modern

physical philosophy arise from the prevalent belief that our planet is a globe.

In reality it is flat. Elaborate chapters and equally elaborate diagrams are

devoted to the proof. At first I thought that the argument was a joke, like

Archbishop Whately's "Historic Doubts." But I soon saw that the

author was quite as earnest as Mr. Henry George. Lately I have seen that both

these authors have been addressing public meetings with great success; and

considering that all obvious appearances and the language of common life are

against the accepted doctrine of Copernicus, it is perhaps not surprising that

the popular audiences which have listened to the two reformers have evidently

been almost as incompetent to detect the blunders of the one as to see through

the logical fallacies of the other. But the Californian philosopher has one

immense advantage. Nobody has any personal interest in believing that the world

is flat. But many persons may have an interest, very personal indeed, in

believing that they have a right to appropriate a share in their neighbor's

vineyard. 




There are, at least, a few axioms

in life on which we are entitled to decline discussion. Even the most skeptical

minds have done so. The mind of Voltaire was certainly not disposed to accept

without question any of the beliefs that underlay the rotten political system

which he saw and hated. He was one of those who assailed it with every weapon,

and who ultimately overthrew it. Among his fellows in that work there was a

perfect revelry of rebellion and of unbelief. In the grotesque procession of

new opinions which had begun to pass across the stage while he was still upon

it, this particular opinion against property in land had been advocated by the

famous "Jean Jacques." Voltaire turned his powerful glance upon it,

and this is how he treated it: 




 




B. Avez-vous oublié que

Jean-Jacques, un des peres de l'Êglise Moderne, a dit, que le premier qui osa

clore et cultiver un terrain fut l'ennemi du genre humain, qu'il fallait

l'exterminer, et que les fruits sont à tous, et que la terre n'est à personne?

N'avons-nous pas déjà examiné ensemble cette belle proposition si utile à la

Sociéte? 




A. Quel est ee JeanJacques? H

faut que ce soit quelque Hun, bel esprit, qui ait écrit cette impertinence

abominable, ou quelque mauvais plaisant, buffo magro, qui ait voulu rire de ce

que le monde entier a de plus sérieux. ... 




 




For my own part, however, I

confess that the mocking spirit of Voltaire is not the spirit in which I am

ever tempted to look at the fallacies of Communism. Apart altogether from the

appeal which was made to me by this author, I have always felt the high

interest which belongs to those fallacies, because of the protean forms in

which they tend to revive and reappear, and because of the call they make upon

us from time to time to examine and identify the fundamental facts which do

really govern the condition of mankind. Never, perhaps, have communistic

theories assumed a form more curious, or lent themselves to more fruitful

processes of analysis, than in the writings of Mr. Henry George. These writings

now include a volume on " Social Problems," published recently. It

represents the same ideas as those which inspire the work on "Progress and

Poverty." They are often expressed in almost the same words, but they

exhibit some development and applications which are of high interest and

importance. In this paper I shall refer to both, but for the present I can do

no more than group together some of the more prominent features of this new

political philosophy. In the first place, it is not a little remarkable to find

one of the most extreme doctrines of Communism advocated by a man who is a

citizen of the United States. We have been accustomed to associate that country

with boundless resources and an almost inexhaustible future. It has been for

two centuries, and it still is, the land of refuge and the land of promise to

millions of the human race. And among all the States which are there "

united," those which occupy the Far West are credited with the largest

share in this abundant present, and this still more abundant future. Yet it is

out of these United States, and out of the one State which, perhaps, above all

others, has this fame of opulence, that we have a solitary voice, prophesying a

future of intolerable woes. He declares that all the miseries of the Old World

are already firmly established in the New. He declares that they are increasing

in an ever-accelerating ratio, growing with the growth of the people, and

strengthening with its apparent strength. He tells us of crowded cities, of

pestilential rooms, of men and women struggling for employments however mean,

of the breathlessness of competition, of the extremes of poverty and of wealth—

in short, of all the inequalities of condition, of all the pressures and suffocations

which accompany the struggle for existence in the oldest and most crowded

societies in the world. 
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