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ON A NEW PHILOSOPHY: THAT POVERTY IS
THE BEST POLICY.

IT is commonly asserted that there are in the
United States no classes, and any allusion t o
classes is resented. O n the other hand, we constantly read and hear discussions of social topics
in which the existence of social classes is assumed
as a simple fact "The poor," "the weak," "the
laborers," are expressions which are used as if
they had exact and well-understood definition.
Discussions are made to bear upon the assumed rights,
wrongs, and misfortunes of certain social
classes; and all public speaking and writing consists, in a large measure, of the discussion of general plans for meeting the wishes of classes of
people who have not been able to satisfy their own
desires. These classes are sometimes discontented,
and sometimes not. Sometimes they do not know
that anything is amiss with them until the "friends
of humanity" come to them with offers of aid.
Sometimes they are discontented and envious.
They d o not take their achievements as a fair
measure of their rights. They do not blame themselves or their parents for their lot, as compared
with that of other people. Sometimes they claim
that they have a right to everything of which they
feel the need foi their happiness on earth. T o
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make such a claim against God and Nature would,
of course, be only to say that we claim a right to
live on earth if we can. But God and Nature have
ordained the chances and conditions of life on
earth once for all. The case cannot be reopened.
We cannot get a revision of the laws of human life.
We are absolutely shut up to the need and duty,
if we would learn how to live happily, of investigating the laws of Nature, and deducing the rules
of right living in the wodd as it is. These are very
wearisome and commonplace tasks. They consist
in labor and self-denial repeated over and over
again in learning and doing. When the people
whose claims we are considering are told to apply
themselves to these tasks they become irritated and
feel almost insulted. They formulate their claims
as rights against society - that is, against some other
men. In their view they have a right, not only to
pursue happiness, but to get it; and if they fail
to get it, they think they have a claim to the aid
of other men - that is, to the labor and self-denial
of other men -to get it for them. They find orators
and poets who tell them that they have grievances,
so long as they have unsatisfied desires.
Now, if there are groups of people who have a
claim to other people's labor and self-denial, and
if there are other people whose labor and self- '
denial are liable to be claimed by the first groups,
then there certainly are "classes," and classes of
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the oldest and most vicious type. For a man who
can command another man's labor and self-denial
for the support of his own existence is a privileged
person of the highest species conceivable on earth.
Princes and paupers meet on this plane, and no
other men are on it all. On the other hand, a man
whose labor and self-denial may be diverted from
his maintenance to that of some other man is not
a free man, and approaches more or less toward the
position of a slave. Therefore we shall find that, in
all the notions which we are to discuss, this elementary contradiction, that there are classes and
that there are not classes, will produce repeated
confusion and absurdity. We shall find that, in our
efforts to eliminate the old vices of class govemment, we are impeded and defeated by new products of the worst class theory. We shall find that
all the schemes for producing equality and obliterating the organization of society produce a
new differentiation based on the worst possible
distinction - the right to claim and the duty to give
one man's effort for another man's satisfaction.
We shall find that every effort to realize equality
necessitates a sacrifice of liberty.
It is very popular to pose as a "friend of humanity," o r a "friend of the working classes."
The character, however, is quite exotic in the
United States. I t is borrowed from England,
where some men, otherwise of small account,
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have assumed it with great success and advantage.
Anything which has a charitable sound and a kindhearted tone generally passes without investigation, because it is disagreeable to assail it. Sermons,
essays, and orations assume a conventional standpoint with regard to the poor, the weak, etc.; and
it is allowed to pass as an unquestioned doctrine in
regard to social classes that "the r i c h ought to
"care for the poor"; that Churches especially
ought to collect capital from the rich and spend it
for the poor; that parishes ought to be clusters of
institutions by means of which one social class
should perform its duties to another; and that
clergymen, economists, and social philosophers
have a technical and professional duty to devise
schemes for "helping the poor." The preaching
in England used all to be done to the poor-that
they ought to be contented with their lot and
respectful to their betters. Now, the greatest part
of the preaching in America consists in injunctions
to those who have taken care of themselves to perform their assumed duty to take care of others.
Whatever may be one's private sentiments, the
fear of appearing cold and hard-hearted causes
these conventional theories of social duty and these
assumptions of social fact to pass unchallenged.
Let us notice some distinctions which are of
prime importance to a correct consideration of the
subject which we intend to treat.
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Certain ills belong to the hardships of human
life. They are natural. They are part of the struggle with Nature for existence. We cannot blame
our fellow-men for our share of these. My neighbor and I are both struggling to free ourselves
from these ills. The fact that my neighbor has
succeeded in this struggle better than I constitutes
no grievance for me. Certain other ills are due to
the malice of men, and to the imperfections o r
errors of civil institutions. These ills are an object
of agitation, and a subject for discussion. The
former class of ills is to be met only by manly
effort and energy; the latter may be corrected by
associated effort. The former class of ills is constantly grouped and generalized, and made the
object of social schemes. We shall see, as we go
on, what that means. The second class of ills may
fall on certain social classes, and reform will take
the form of interference by other classes in favor
of that one. The last fact is, no doubt, the reason
why people have been led, not noticing distinctions, to believe that the same method was applicable to the other class of ills. The distinction
here made between the ills which belong to the
struggle for existence and those which are due to
the faults of human institutions is of prime
importance.
It will also be important, in order to clear up
our ideas about the notions which are in fashion,
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to note the relation of the economic to the political significance of assumed duties of one class
to another. That is to say, we may discuss the
question whether one class owes duties to another
by reference to the economic effects which will
be produced on the classes and society; or we may
discuss the political expediency of formulating
and enforcing rights and duties respectively between the parties. In the former case we might
assume that the givers of aid were willing to give
it, and we might discuss the benefit or mischief of
their activity. In the other case we must assume
that some at least of those who were forced to
give aid did so unwillingly. Here, then, there
would be a question of rights. The question
whether voluntary charity is mischievous o r not
is one thing; the question whether legislation
which forces one man to aid another is right and
wise, as well as economically beneficial, is quite
another question. Great confusion and consequent error is produced by allowing these two
questions to become entangled in the discussion.
Especially we shall need to notice the attempts to
apply legislative methods of reform to the ills
which belong to the order of Nature.
There is no possible definition of "a poor
man." A pauper is a person who cannot earn his
living; whose producing powers have fallen
positively below his necessary consumption; who
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cannot, therefore, pay his way. A human society
needs the active co-operation and productive
energy of every person in it. A man who is present as a consumer, yet who does not contribute
either by land, labor, or capital to the work of
society, is a burden. On no sound political theory
ought such a person to share in the political power
of the State. He drops out of the ranks of workers
and producers. Society must support him. It accepts the burden, but he must be cancelled from
the ranks of the rulers likewise. So much for the
pauper. About him no more need be said. But
he is not the "poor man." The "poor man" is an
elastic term, under which any number of social fallacies may be hidden.
Neither is there any possible definition of "the
weak." Some are weak in one way, and some in
another; and those who are weak in one sense are
strong in another. In general, however, it may
be said that those whom humanitarians and philanthropists call the weak are the ones through
whom the productive and conservative forces of
society are wasted. They constantly neutralize
and destroy the finest efforts of the wise and industrious, and are a dead-weight on the society in
all its struggles to realize any better things.
Whether the people who mean no harm, but are
weak in the essential powers necessary to the performance of one's duties in life, o r those who are
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malicious and vicious, do the more mischief, is a
question not easy to answer.
Under the names of the poor and the weak, the
negligent, shifrless, inefficient, silly, and imprudent are fastened upon the industrious and ~ u dent as a responsibility and a duty. On the one
side, the terms are extended to cover the idle, intemperate, and vicious, who, by the combination,
gain credit which they do not deserve, and which
they could not get if they stood alone. O n the
other hand, the terms are extended to include
wage-receivers of the humblest rank, who are degraded by the combination. The reader who desires to guard himself against fallacies should
always scrutinize the terms "poor" and "weak
as used, so as to see which or how many of these
classes they ate made to cover.
The humanitarians, philanthropists, and reformers, looking at the facts of life as they present themselves, find enough which is sad and
unpromising in the condition of many members
of society. They see wealth and poverty side by
side. They note great inequality of social position and social chances. They eagerly set about
the attempt to account for what they see, and to
devise schemes for remedying what they do not
like. In their eagerness to recommend the less
fortunate classes to pity and consideration they
forget all about the rights of othet classes; they
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faults of the classes in question,
and they exaggerate their misfortunes and their
virtues. They invent new theories of property,
distorting rights and perpetuating injustice, as
anyone is sure to do who sets about the readjustment of social relations with the interests of one
group distinctly before his mind, and the interests of all othet groups thrown into the background. When I have read certain of these discussions I have thought that it must be quite disreputable to be respectable, quite dishonest t o
own property, quite unjust to go one's own way
and earn one's own living, and that the only really
admirable person was the good-for-nothing. The
man who by his own effort raises himself above
poverty appears, in these discussions, to be of no
account. The man who has done nothing to raise
himself above poverty finds that the social doctors flock about him, bringing the capital which
they have collected from the other class, and
promising him the aid of the State to give him
what the other had to work for. In all these
schemes and projects the organized intervention
of society through the State is either planned or
hoped for, and the State is thus made to become
the protector and guardian of certain classes.
The agents who are to direct the State action are,
of course, the. reformers and philanthropists.
Their schemes, therefore, may always be reduced
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to this t y p e i t h a t A and B decide what C shall
d o for D. It will be interesting to inquire, at a
later period of our discussion, who C is, and what
the effect is upon him of all these arrangements.
In all the discussions attention is concentrated on
A and B, the noble social reformers, and on D,
the "poor man." I call C the Forgotten Man, because I have never seen that any notice was taken
of him in any of the discussions. When we have
disposed of A, B, and D we can better appreciate
the case of C, and I think that we shall find that
he deserves our attention, for the worth of his
character and the magnitude of his unmerited
burdens. Here it may suffice to observe that, on
the theories of the social philosophers to whom I
have referred, we should get a new maxim of judicious living: Poverty is the best policy. If you
get wealth, you will have to support other people;
if you do not get wealth, it will be the duty of other
people to support you.
N o doubt one chief reason for the uncleer and
contradictory theories of class relations lies in
the fact that our society, largely controlled in all
its organization by one set of doctrines, still contains survivals of old social theories which are
totally inconsistent with the former. In the
Middle Ages men were united by custom and
prescription into associations, ranks, guilds, and
communities of various kinds. These ties en-
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: dured as long as l i e lasted. Consequently society
was dependent, throughout all its details, o n
status, and the tie, o r bond, was sentimental. In
our modem state, and in the United States more
than anywhere else, the social structure is based
on contract, and status is of the least importance.
Contract, however, is rational-even rationalistic. I t is also realistic, cold, and matter-of-fact.
A contract relation is based on a sufficient reason,
not on custom or prescription. It is not permanent. It endures only so long as the reason for it
endures. In a state based on contract sentiment is
out of place in any public or common affairs. I t
is relegated to the sphere of private and personal
relations, where it depends not at all o n class
types, but on personal acquaintance and personal
estimates. The sentimentalists among us always
seize upon the survivals of the old order. They
want to save them and restore them. Much of the
loose thinking also which troubles us in our social
discussions arises from the fact that men do not
distinguish the elements of status and of contract
which may be found in our society.
Whether social philosophers think it desirable
or not, it is out of the question to go back to status
or to the sentimental relations which once united
baron and retainer, master and servant, teacher
and pupil, comrade and comrade. That we have
lost some grace and elegance is undeniable. That
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life once held more poetry and romance is true
enough. But it seems impossible that any one
who has studied the matter should doubt that we
have gained immeasurably, and that our farther
gains lie in going forward, not in going backward. The feudal ties can never be restored. If
they could be restored they would bring back
personal caprice, favoritism, sycophancy, and intrigue. A society baed on contract is a society of
free and independent men, who form ties without favor o r obligation, and co-operate without
cringing or intrigue. A society based on contract,
therefore, gives the utmost room and chance for
individual development, and for all the selfreliance and dignity of a free man. That a society
of free men, co-operating under contract, is by
far the strongest society which has ever yet
existed; that no such society has ever yet developed
the full measure of strength of which it is capable;
and that the only social improvements which are
now conceivable lie in the direction of more complete realization of a society of free men united
by contract, are points which cannot be controverted. It follows, however, that one man, in a
free state, cannot claim help from, and cannot be
charged to give help to, another. To understand
the full meaning of this assertion it will be worth
while to see what a free democracy is.
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T H A T A FREE MAN IS A SOVEREIGN, B U T T H A T A
SOVEREIGN CANNOT TAKE TIPS."

A

man, a free country, liberty, and equality
are terms of constant use among us. They are
employed as watchwords as soon as any social
questions come into discussion. It is right that
they should be so used. They ought to contain
the broadest convictions and most positive faiths
of the nation, and so they ought to be available
for the decision of questions of detail.
In order, however, that they may be so employed successfully and correctly it is essential
that the terms should be correctly defined, and
that their popular use should conform to correct
definitions. N o doubt it is generally believed
that the terms are easily understood, and present
no difficulty. Probably the popular notion is,
that liberty means doing as one has a mind to,
and that it is a metaphysical or sentimental good.
A little observation shows that there is no such
thing in this world as doing as one has a mind to.
There is no man, from the tramp up to the President, the Pope, or the Czar, who can do as he has
a mind to. There never has been any man, from
the primitive barbarian up to a Humboldt o r a
Darwin, who could do as he had a mind to. The
"Bohemian" who dqtermines to realize some sort
FREE
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of liberty of this kind accomplishes his purpose
only by sacrificing most of the rights and turning
his back on most of the dudes of a civilized man,
while filching as much as he can of the advantages of living in a civilized state. Moreover,
liberty is not a metaphysical or sentimental thing
at all. It is positive, practical, and actual. It is
produced and maintained by law and instituq
tions, and is, therefore, concrete and historical. \
sometimes we speak distinctively of civil liberty;
but if there be any liberty other than civil liberty
-that is, liberty under law-it is a mere fiction of
the schoolmen, which they may be left to discuss.
Even as I write, however, I find in a leading
review the following definition of liberty: Civil
liberty is "the result of the restraint exercised by
the sovereign people on the more powerful individuals and classes of the community, preventing
them from availing themselves of the excess of
their power to the detriment of the other classes."
This definition lays the foundation for the result
which it is apparently desired to reach, that "a
government by the people can in no case become
a paternal government, since its lawmakers are
its mandatories and servants carrying out its will,
and not its fathers or its masters." Here we have
the most mischievous fallacy under the general
topic which I am discussing distinctly formulated. In the definition of liberty it will be noticed
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that liberty is construed as the act of the sovereign
people against somebody who must, of course, be
differentiated from the sovereign people. Whenever "people" is used in this sense for anything less
than the total population, man, woman, child, and
baby, and whenever the great dogmas which contain the word "people" are construed under the
limited definition of "people," there is always
fallacy.
History is only a tiresome repetition of one
story..Persons and classes have sought to win possession of the power of the State in order t o
five luxuriously out of the earnings of others.
Autocracies, aristocracies, theocracies, and all
other organizations for holding political power.
have exhibited only the same lirie of action. It is
the extreme of political error to say that if political power is only taken away from generals,
nobles, priests, millionnaires, and scholars, and
given to artisans and peasants, these latter may
be trusted to do only right and justice, and never
to abuse the power; that they will repress all excess in others, and commit none themselves. They
will commit abuse, if they can and dare, just as
others have done. The reason for the excesses of
the old governing classes lies in the vices and passions of human nature-cupidity, lust, vindictiveness, ambition, and vanity. These vices are
cbnfined to no nation, class, or age. They appear
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in the church, the academy, the workshop, and
the hovel, as weU as in the army or the palace.
They have appeared in autocracies, aristocracies,
theocracies, democracies, and ochlocracies, all
alike. The only thing which has ever restrained
these vices of human nature in those who had
political power is law sustained by impersonal
institutions. If political power be given to the
masses who have not hitherto had it, nothing will
stop them from abusing it but laws and institutions. To say that a popular government cannot
be paternal is to give it a charter that it can do no
wrong. The trouble is that a democratic government is in greater danger than any other of becoming paternal, for it is sure of itself, and ready
to undertake anything, and its power is excessive
and pitiless against dissentients.
What history shows is, that rights are safe only
when guaranteed against all arbitrary power,
and all class and personal interest. Around an
autocrat there has grown up an oligarchy of priests
and soldiers. In time a class of nobles has been
developed, who have broken into the oligarchy
and made an aristocracy. Later the demos, rising
into an independent development, has assumed
power and made a democracy. Then the mob of a
capital city has overwhelmed the democracy in an
ochlocracy. Then the "idol of the people," or the
military "savior of society," o r both in one, has
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made himself autocrat, and the same old vicious
round has recommenced. Where in all this is
liberty? There has been no liberty at all, save
where a state has known how to break out, once for
all, from this delusive round; to set barriers to
selfishness, cupidity, envy, and lust, in all classes,
from highest to lowest, by laws and institutions;
and to create great organs of civil life which can
eliminate, as far as possible, arbitrary and, personal
elements from the adjustment of interesis and the
definition of rights. Liberty is an affair of laws and
institutions which bring rights and duties into
equilibrium. It is not at all an affair of selecting
the proper class to rule.
The notion of a free state is entirely modern.
It has been developed with the development of
the middle class, and with the growth of a commercial and industrial civilization. Horror at
human slavery is not a century old as a common
sentiment in a civilized state. The idea of the
"free man," as we understand it, is the product of
a revolt against mediaeval and feudal ideas; and
our notion of equality, when it is true and practical, can be explained only by that revolt. It was
in England that the modern idea found birth. It
has been strengthened by the industrial and commercial development of chat country. It has been
inherited by all ,the English-speaking nations.
who have made liberty real because they have in-
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herited it, not as a notion, but as a body of institutions. I t has been borrowed and imitated by
the military and police state o f the European
continent so fast as they have felt the influence of
the expanding industrial civilization; but they
have realized it only imperfectly, because they
have no body of local institutions or traditions,
and it remains for them as yet too much a matter
of "declarations" and pronunciamentos.
The notion of civil liberty which we have inherited is that of a status created for the individual by laws and institutions, the effect of which is
that each man is guaranteed the use of all his own
powers exclusively for his own welfare. It is not
at all a matter of elections, o r universal suffrage,
or democracy. All institutions are to be tested by
the degree to which they guarantee liberty. It is
not to be admitted for a moment that liberty is a
means to social ends, and that it may be impaired
for major considerations. Any one who so argues
has lost the bearing and relation of all the facts
and factors in a free state. A human being has a
life to live, a career to run. H e is a centre of
powers to work, and of capacities to suffer. What
his powers may be-whether they can carry him
far o r not; what his chances may be, whether
wide o r restricted; what his fortune may be,
whether to suffer much o r l i t t l e a r e questions of
his personal destiny which he must work out and
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endure as he can; but for all that concerns the
bearing of the society and its institutions upon
that man, and upon the sum of happiness to
which he can attain during his life on earth, the
product of all history and all philosophy up to
this time is summed up in the doctrine, that he
should be left free to d o the most for himself that
he can, and should be guaranteed the exclusive
enjoyment of all that he does. If the societythat is to say, in plain terms, if his fellow-men,
either individually, by groups, or in a mass-impinge upon him otherwise than to surround him
with neutral conditions of security, they must d o
so under the strictest responsibility t o justify
themselves. Jealousy and prejudice against all
such interferences are high political virtues in a
free man. It is not at all the function of the State
to make men happy. They must make themselves
happy in their own way, and at their own risk.
The functions of the State lie entirely in the conditions or chances under which the pursuit of happiness is carried on, so far as those conditions
or chances can be affected by civil organization.
Hence, liberty for labor and security for earnings are the ends for which civil institutions exist.
not means which may be employed for ulterior
ends.
Now, the cardinal doctrine of any sound political system is, that rights and duties should be
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in equilibrium. A monarchical o r aristocratic
system is not immoral, if the rights and duties of
persons and classes are in equilibrium, although
the rights and duties of different persons and
classes are unequal. An immoral political system
is created whenever there are privileged classes
-that is, classes who have arrogated to themselves rights while throwing the duties upon
others. In a democracy all have equal political
rights. That is the fundamental political principle. A democracy, then, becomes immoral, if
all have not equal political duties. This is unquestionably the doctrine which needs to be reiterated and inculcated beyond all others, if the
democracy is to be made sound and permanent.
Our orators and writers never speak of it, and do
not seem often to know anything about it; but the
real danger of democracy is, that the classes
which have the power under it will assume all
the rights and reject all the duties-that is, that
they will use the political power to plunder
those-who-have. Democracy, in order to be true
to itself, and to develop into a sound working system, must oppose the same cold resistance to any
claims for favor on the ground of poverty, as on
the ground of birth and rank. I t can no more
admit to public discussion, as within the range
of possible action, any schemes for coddling and
helping wage-receivers than it could entertain

OWE TO EACH OTHER.

33

schemes for restricting political power to wagepayers. It must put down schemes for making
"the rich pay for whatever "the poor" want, just
as it tramples on the old theories that only the
rich are fit to regulate society. One needs but to
watch our periodical literature to see the danger
that democracy will be construed as a system of
favoring a new privileged class of the many and
the poor.
Holding in mind, now, the notions of liberty
and democracy as we have defined them, we see
that it is not altogether a matter of fanfaronade
when the American citizen calls himself a "sovereign." A member of a free democracy is, in a
sense, a sovereign. H e has no superior. H e has
reached his sovereignty, however, by a process
of reduction and division of power which leaves
him no inferior. It is very grand to call one's self
a sovereign, but it is greatly to the purpose to notice that the political responsibilities of the free
man have been intensified and aggregated just in
proportion as political rights have been reduced
and divided. Many monarchs have been incapable of sovereignty and unfit for it. Placed in
exalted situations, and inheritors of grand opportunities they have exhibited only their own imbecility and vice. The reason was, because they
thought only of the gratification of their own
vanity, and not at all of theit duty. The free man
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who steps forward to claim his inheritance and
endowment as a free and equal member of a great
civil body must undebtand that his duties and responsibilities are measured to him by the same
scale as his rights and his powers. H e wants to be
subject to no man. He wants to be equal to his
fellows, as all sovereigns-are equal. So be it; but
he cannot escape the deduction that he can call
no man to his aid. The other sovereigns will not
respect his independence if he becomes dependent, and they cannot respect his equality if he
sues for favors. The free man in a free democracy, when he cut off all the ties which might
pull him down, severed also all the ties by which
he might have made others pull him up. H e
must take all the consequences of his new status.
H e is, in a certain sense, an isolated man. The
family tie does not bring to h i disgrace for the
misdeeds of his relatives, as it once would have
done, but neither does it furnish him with the
support which it once would have given. The
relations of men are open and free, but they are
also loose. A free man in a free democracy
derogates from his rank if he takes a favor for
which he does not render an equivalent.
A free man in a free democracy has no duty
whatever toward other men of the same rank and
standing, except respect, courtesy, and good-will.
We cannot say that there are no classes, when we
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are speaking politically, and then say that there
are classes, when we are telling A what it is his
duty to do for B. In a free state every man & held
and expected to take care of himself and his family, to make no trouble for his neighbor, and to
contribute his full share to public interests and
common necessities. If he fails in this he throws.
burdens on others. H e does not thereby acquire
rights against the others. O n the contrary, he
only accumulates obligations toward them; and
if he is allowed to make his deficiencies a ground
of new claims, he passes over into the position of
a privileged or petted person-emancipated from
duties, endowed with claims. This is the inevitable result of combining democratic political
theories with humanitarian social theories. I t
would be aside from my present purpose to show,
but it is worth noticing in passing, that one result
of such inconsistency must surely be to undermine
democracy, to increase the power of wealth in the
democracy, and to hasten the subjection of democracy to plutocracy; for a man who accepts any
share which he has not earned in another man's
capital cannot be an independent citizen.
I t is often affirmed that the educated and
wealthy have an obligation to those who have
less education and property, just because the latter have political equality with the former, and
oracles and warnings are uttered about what will
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happen if the uneducated classes who have the
suffrage are not instructed at the care and expense of the other classes. In this view of the
matter universal suffrage is not a measure for
strengthening the State by bringing to its support
the aid and affection of all classes, but it is a new
burden, and, in fact, a peril. Those who favor it
represent it as a peril. This doctrine is politically
immoral and vicious. When a community establishes universal suffrage, it is as if it said to each
new-comer, or to each young man: "We give you
every chance that any one else has. Now come
along with us; take care of yourself, and contribute your share to the burdens which we all
have to bear in order to support social institutions." Certainly, liberty, and universal suffrage,
and democracy are not pledges of care and protection, but they carry with them the exaction of
individual responsibility. The State gives equal
rights and equal chances just because it does not
mean to give anything else. It sets each man on
his feet, and gives him leave to run, just because
it does not mean to carry him. Having obtained
his chances, he must take upon himself the responsibility for his own success or failure. It is a
pure misfortune to the community, and one
which will redound to its injury, if any man has
been endowed with political power who is a
heavier burden then than he was before; but it
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cannot be said that there is any new duty created
for the good citizens toward the bad by the fact
that the bad citizens are a harm to the State.
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VIII.
ON T H E VALUE, AS A SOClOLOGlCAL PRINCIPLE, OP
T H E RULE TO M l N D ONE5 OWN BUSINESS.

THE passion for dealing with social questions
is one of the marks of our time. Every man gets
some experience of, and makes some observations
on social affairs. Except matters of health, probably none have such general interest as matters of
society. Except matters of health, none are so
much afflicted by dogmatism and crude speculation as those which appertain to society. The
amateurs in social science always ask: What shall
we do? What shall we d o with Neighbor A ?
What shall we do for Neighbor B? What shall
we make Neighbor A do for Neighbor B? It is
a fine thing to be planning and discussing broad
and general theories of wide application. The
amateurs always plan to use the individual for
some constructive and inferential social purpose,
or to use the society for some constructive and inferential individual purpose. For A to sit down
and think. What shall I do? is commonplace;
but to think what B ought to do is interesting,
romantic, moral, self-flattering, and publicspirited all at once. 1t satisfies a great number of
human weaknesses at once. T o go on and plan
what a whole class of people ought to do is to feel
one's self a power on earth, to win a public posi-
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tion, to clothe one's self in dignity. Hence we
have an unlimited supply of reformers, philanthropists, humanitarians, and would-be managersin-general of society.
Every
- - man and woman in society has one big
duty. Th% is, to take care of his or her own self.
This is a social duty. For, fortunately. the matter
stands so that the duty of making the best of one's
self individually is not a separate thing from the
duty of ffing one's place in society, but the two
are one, and the latter is accomplished when the
former is done. The common notion, however,
seems to be that one has a duty to society, as a special and separate thing, and that this duty consists in considering and deciding what other
people ought to do. Now, the man who can do
anything for or about anybody else than himself
is fit to be head of a family; and when he becomes
head of a family he has duties to his wife and his
children, in addition t o the former big duty.
Then, again, any man who can take care of himself and his family is in a very exceptional position, if he does not find in his immediate surroundings people who need his care and have
some sort of a personal claim upon him. If, now,
he is able to fulfdl all this, and to take care of anybody outside his family and his dependents, he
must have a surplus of energy, wisdom, and
moral virtue beyond what he needs for his own
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business. N o man has this; for a family is a
charge which is capable of infinite development,
and no man could suffice to the full measure of
duty for which a family may draw upon him.
Neither can a man give to society so advantageous an employment of his services, whatever
they are, in any other way as by spending them on
his family. Upon this, however, I will not insist.
I recur to the observation that a man who proposes to take care of other people must have himself and his family taken care of, after some sort
of a fashion, and must have an as yet unexhausted
store of energy.
The danger of minding other people's business is twofold. First, there is the danger that
a man may leave his own business unattended to;
and, second, there is the danger of an impertinent interference with another's affairs. The
"friends of humanity" almost always run into
both dangers. 1 am one of humanity, and I do
not want any volunteer friends. I regard friendship as mutual, and I want to have my say about
it. I suppose that other components of humanity
feel in the same way about it. If so, they must
regard any one who assumes the rtle of a friend
of humanity as impertinent. The reference to the
friend of humanity back to his own business is
obviously the nest step.
Yet we are constantly annoyed, and the legis-
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latures are kept constantly busy, by the people
who have made up their minds that it is wise and
conducive to happiness to live in a certain way,
and who want to compel everybody else to live in
their way. Some people have decided to spend
Sunday in a certain way, and they want laws
passed to make other people spend Sunday in the
same way. Some people have resolved to be teetotalers, and they want a law passed to make
everybody else a teetotaler. Some people have
resolved to eschew luxury, and they want taxes
laid to make others eschew luxury. The taxing
power is especially something after which the
reformer's finger always itches. Sometimes there
is an element of self-interest in the proposed reformation, as when a publisher wanted a duty
imposed on books, to keep Americans from reading books which would unsettle their Americanisms; and when artists wanted a tax laid on
pictures, to save Americans from buying bad
paintings.
I make no reference here to the giving and
taking of counsel and aid between man and man:
of that I shall say something in the last chapter.
The very sacredness of the relation in which two
men stand to one another when one of them rescues the other from vice separates that relation
from any connection with the work of the social
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busybody, the professional philanthropist, and the
empirical legislator.
The amateur social doctors are like the amateur physicians-they
always begin wirh the
question of remedies, and they go at this without
any diagnosis or any knowledge of the anatomy
o r physiology of society. They never have any
doubt of the efficacy of their remedies. They
never take account of any ulterior effects which
may be apprehended from the remedy itself. It
generally troubles them not a whit that their
remedy implies a complete reconstruction of
society, or even a reconstitution of human nature.
Against all such social quackery the obvious
injunction to the quacks is, to mind their own
business.
The social doctors enjoy the satisfaction of
feeling themselves to be more moral or more enlightened than their fellow-men. They are able
to see what other men ought to do when the other
men do not see it. An examination of the work of
the social doctors, however, shows that ;hey are
only more ignorant and more presumptuous than
other people. We have a great many social difficulties and hardships to contend with. Poverty,
pain, disease, and misfortune surround our existence. We fight ag&t them all the time. The
individual is a centre o(hopes, affections, desires,
and sufferings. When he dies, life changes its
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form, but does not cease. That means that the
person-the centre of all the hopes, affections,
etc.-after struggling as long as he can, is sure to
succumb at last. We would, therefore, as far as
the hardships of the human lot are concerned, go
on struggling t o the best of o u r ability against
them but for the social doctors, and we would
endure what we could not cure. But we have inherited a vast number of social ills which never
came from Nature. They are the complicated
products of all the tinkering, muddling, and
blundering of social doctors in the past. These
products of social quackery are now buttressed
by habit, fashion, prejudice, platitudinarian
thinking. and new quackery in political economy
and social science. I t is a fact worth noticing,
just when there seems to be a revival of faith in
legislative agencies, that our States are generally
providing against the experienced evils of overlegislation by ordering that the Legislature shall
sit only every other year. During the hard times,
when Congress had a real chance to make or mar
the public welfare, the final adjournment of that
body was hailed year after year with cries of relief from a great anxiety. The greatest reforms
which could now be accomplished would consist
in undoing the work of statesmen in the past, and
the greatest difficulty in the way of reform is to
find out how to undo their work without injury
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to what is natural and sound. All this mischief
has been done by men who sat down to consider
the problem (as I heard an apprentice of theirs
once express it), What kind of a society do we
want to make? When they had settled this question a priori to their satisfaction, they set to work
to make their ideal society, and today we suffer
the consequences. Human society tries hard to
adapt itself to any conditions in which it finds itself, and we have been warped and distorted
until we have got used to it, as the foot adapts
itself to an ill-made boot. Next, we have come t o
think that that is the right way for things to be;
and it is true that a change to a sound and normal
condition would for a time hurt us, as a man
whose foot has been distorted would suffer if he
tried to wear a well-shaped boot. Finally, we
have produced a lot of economists and social
philosophers who have invented sophisms for
fitting our thinking to the distorted facu.
Society, therefore, does not need any care o r
supervision. If we can acquire a science of society, based on observation of phenomena and
study of forces, we may hope t o gain some
ground slowly toward the elimination of old
errors and the re-establishment of a sound and
natural social order. Whatever we gain that way
will be by growth, never in the world by any reconstruction of society on the plan of some enthu--
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siastic social architect. The latter is only repeating the old error over again, and postponing all
our cnances of real improvement. Society needs
first of all to be freed from these meddlers-that
IS, to be let alone. Here we are, then, once more
back at the old doctrine-Laissez faire. Let us
translate it into blunt English, and it will read,
Mind your own business. It is nothing but the
doctrine of liberty. Let e v e 2 man be happy in
his own way. If his sphere of action and interest
impinges on that of any other man, there will
have to be compromise and adjustment. Wait
for the occasion. D o not attempt to generalize
those interferences or to plan for them a priwi.
We have a body of laws and institutions which
have grown up as occasion has occurred for adjusting rights. Let the same process go on. Practise the utmost reserve possible in your interferences even bf this kind, and by no means seize occasion for interfering with natural adjustments.
Try first long and patiently whether the natural
adjustment will not come about through the play
of interests and the voluntary concessions of the
parties.
I have said that we have an empirical political
economy and social science to fit the distortions
of our society. The test of empiricism in this
matter is the attitude which one takes up toward
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lais~ezfaire. It no doubt wounds the vanity of a
philosopher who is just ready with a new solution of the universe to be told to mind his own
business. So he goes on to tell us that if we think
that we shall, by being let alone, attain a perfect
happiness on earth, we are mistaken. The halfway men-the professional socialists-join him.
They solemnly shake their heads, and tell us that
he is right-that letting us alone will never secure us perfect happiness. Under all this lies the
familiar logical fallacy, never expressed, but
really the point of the whole, that we shall get
perfect happiness if we put ourselves in the
hands of the wotld-reformer. We never supposed that laissez faire would give us perfect
happiness. We have left perfect happiness entirely out of our account. If the social doctors
will mind their own business, we shall have no
troubles but what belong to Nature. Those we
will endure or combat as we can. What we desire is, that the friends of humanity should cease
to add to them. Our disposition toward the ills
which our fellow-man inflicts on us through
malice o r meddling is quite different from our
disposition toward the -ills which are inherent in
the
- conditions of human life.
To mind one's own business is a purely negative and unproductive injunction, but, taking
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social matters as they are just now, it is a sociological principle of the first importance. There
might be developed a grand philosophy on the
basis of minding one's own business.
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IX.
ON THE CASE OF A CERTAIN MAN WHO IS
NEVER THOUGHT OF.

THE type and formula of most schemes of
philanthropy o r humanitarianism is this: A and
B put their heads together to decide what C shall
be made t o d o for D. The radical vice of all
these schemes, from a sociological point of view,
is that C is not allowed a voice in the matter, and
his position, character, and interests, as well as
the ultimate effects on society through C's interests, are entirely overlooked. I call C the Forgotten Man. For once let us look him up and
consider his case, for the characteristic of all
social doctors is, that they fut their minds on some
man o r group of men whose case appeals to the
sympathies and the imagination, and they plan
remedies addressed to the particular trouble;
they do not understand that all the parts of society hold together, and that forces which are set
in action act and react throughout the whole organism, until an equilibrium is produced by a
readjustment of all interests and rights. They
therefore ignore entirely the source from which
they must draw all the energy which they employ in their remedies, and they ignore all the
effects on other members of society than the ones
they have in view. They are always under the
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dominion of the superstition of government, and,
forgetting that a government produces nothing
at all, they leavt?out of sight the first fact to be
remembered in all social discussion-that the
State cannot get a cent for any man without
taking it from some other man, and this latter
must be a man who has produced and saved it.
This latter is the Forgotten Man.
The friends of humanity start out with certain
benevolent feelings toward "the poor," "the
weak," "the laborers," and others of whom they
make pets. They generalize these classes, and
render them impersonal, and so constitute the
dasses into social pets. They turn to other classes
and appeal to sympathy and generosity, and to
all the other noble sentiments of the human
heart. Action in the line proposed consists in a
transfer of capital from the better off to the
worse off. Capital, however, as we have seen, is
the force by which civilization is maintained and
carried on. The same piece of capital cannot be
used in two ways. Every bit of capital, therefore,
which is given to a shiftless and inefficient member of suciety, who makes no return for it, is
diverted from a reproductive use; but if it was
put to reproductive use, it would have to be
granted in wages to an efficient and productive
laborer. Hence the real sufferer by that kind of
benevolence which consists in an expenditure of
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capital to protect the good-for-nothing is the industrious laborer. The latter, however, is never
thought of in this connection. It is assumed that
he is provided for and out of the account. Such a
notion only shows how little true notions of political economy have as yet become popularized.
There is an almost invincible prejudice that a
man who gives a dollar to a beggar is generous
and kind-hearted, but that a man who refuses the
beggar and puts the dollar in a savings-bank is
stingy and mean. The former is putting capital
where it is very sure to be wasted, and where it
will be a kind of seed for a long succession of
future dollars, which must be wasted to ward off
a greater strain on the sympathies than would
have been occasioned by a refusal in the first
place. Inasmuch as the dollar might have been
turned into capital and given to a laborer who,
while earning it, would have reproduced it, it
must be regarded as taken from the latter. When
a millionaire gives a dollar to a beggar the gain
of utility to the beggar is enormous, and the loss
of utility to the millionaire is insignificant.
Generally the discussion is allowed to rest there.
But if the millionaire makes capital of the dollar, it must go upon the labor market, as a demand for productive services. Hence there is
another partypin interest-the person who supplies productive services. There always are two
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parties. The second one is always the Forgotten
Man, and any one who wants to truly understand
the matter in question must go and search for the
Forgotten Man. H e will be found to be worthy,
industrious, independent, and self-supporting. He
is not, technically, "poor" o r "weak; he minds
his own business, and makes no complaint. Consequently the philanthropists never think of him,
and trample on him.
We hear a great deal of schemes for "improving the condition of the working-man.'' In the
United States the farther down we go in the
grade of labor, the greater is the advantage
which the laborer has over the higher classes. A
hod-carrier o r digger here can, by one day's
labor, command many times more days' labor of
a carpenter, surveyor, bookkeeper, o r doctor
than an unskilled laborer in Europe could command by one day's labor. The same is true, in a
less degree, of the carpenter, as compared with
the bookkeeper, surveyor, and doctor. This is
why the United States is the great country for
the 'unskilled laborer. The economic conditions
all favor that class. There is a great continent to
be subdued, and there is a fertile soil available to
labor, with scarcely any need of capital. Hence
the people who have the strong arms have what
is most needed, and, if it were not for social consideration, higher education would not pay.
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Such being the case, the workingman needs no
improvement in his condition except to be freed
from the parasites who are living on him. All
schemes for patronizing "the working classes"
savor of condescension. They are i m ~ e r t i n e n t
and out of place in this free democracy. There
is not, in fact, any such state of things or any such
relation as would make projects of this kind appropriate. Such projects demoralize both parties, flattering the vanity of one and undermining
the self-respect of the other.
For our present purpose it is most important
to notice that if we lift any man up we must have
a fulcrum, o r point of reaction. In society that
means that to lift one man up we push another
down. The schemes for improving the condition
of the working classes interfere in the competition of workmen with each other. The beneficiaries are selected by favoritism, and are ,apt to
be those who have recommended themselves to
the friends of. humanity by language or conduct
which does not betoken independence and energy.
Those who suffer a corresponding depression by
the interference are the independent and selfreliant, who once more are forgotten o r passed
over; and the friends of humanity once more appear, in their zeal to help somebody, to be trampling on those who are trying to help themselves.
Trades-unions adopt various devices for rais-
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ing wages, and those who give their time to philanthropy are interested in these devices, and
wish them success. They fix their minds entirely
on the workmen for the time being in the trade,
and do not take note of any other workmen as interested in the matter. I t is supposed that the
fight is between the workmen and their employers, and it is believed that one can give sympathy in that contest to the workmen without
feeling responsibility for anything farther. It is
soon seen, however, that the employer adds the
tradecunion and strike risk to the other risks of
his business, and settles down to it philosophically. If, now, we go farther, we see that he takes
it philosophically because he has passed the loss
along on the public. I t then appears that the
public wealth has been diminished, and that the
danger of a trade war, like the danger of a revolution, is a constant reduction of the well-being
of all. So far, however, we have seen only things
which could lower wages-noth~ng which could
raise them. The employer is worried, but that
does not raise wages. The public loses, but the
loss goes to cover extra risk, and that does not
raise wages.
A trades-union raises wages (aside from the
legitimate and economic means noticed in Chapter VI.) by restricting the number of apprentices
who may be taken into the trade. This device

acts directly on the supply of laborers, and that
produces effects on wages. If, however, the number of apprentices is limited, some are kept out
who want to get in. Those who are in have,
therefore, made a monopoly, and constituted
themselves a privileged class on a basis exactly
analogous to that of the old privileged aristocracies. Bur whatever is gained by this arrangement
for those who are in is won at a greater loss to
those who are kept out. Hence it is not upon the
masters nor upon the public that trades-unions
exert the pressure by which they raise wages; it
is upon other persons of the labor class who want
to get into the trades, but, not being able to do so,
are pushed down into the unskilled labor class.
These persons, however, are passed by entirely
without notice in all the discussions about tradesunions. They are the Forgotten Men. But, since
they want to get into the trade and win their living in it, it is fair to suppose that they are fit for
it, would succeed at it, would do well for themselves and society in it; that is to say, that, of all
persons interested o r concerned, they most deserve our sympathy and attention.
The cases already mentioned involve no legislation. Society, however, maintains police, sheriffs,
and various institutions, the object of which is
to protect people against themselves-that is,
against their own vices. Almost all legislative
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effort to prevent vice IS really protective of vice,
because all such legislation saves the vicious man
from the penalty of his vice. Nature's remedies
against vice are terrible. She removes the victims without pity. A drunkard in the gutter is
just where he ought to be, according to the fitness
and tendency of things. Nature has set up on him
the process of decline and dissolution by which
she removes things which have survived their
usefulness. Gambling and other less mentionable vices carry their own penalties with them.
Now, we never can annihilate a penalty. We
can only divert it from the head of the man who
has incurred it to the heads of others who have
not incurred it. A vast amount of "social reform" consists in just this operation. The consequence is that those who have gone astray, being
relieved from Nature's fierce discipline, go on to
worse, and that there is a constantly heavier burden for the others to bear. Who are the others?
When we see a drunkard in the gutter we pity
him. If a policeman picks him up, we say that
society has interfered to save him from perishing. "Society" is a fine word, and it saves us the
trouble of thinking. The industrious and sober
workman, who is mulcted of a percentage of his
day's wages to pay the policeman, is the one who
bears the penalty. But he is the Forgotten Man.
He passes by and is never noticed, because he has

behaved himself, fulfdled his contracts, and asked
for nothing.
The fallacy of all prohibitory, sumptuary, and
moral legislation is the same. A and B determine to be teetotalers, which is often a wise determination, and sometimes a necessary one. If
A and B are moved by considerations which
seem to them good, that is enough. But A and B
put their heads together t o get a law passed
which shall force C to be a teetotaler for the sake
of D, who is in danger of drinking too much.
There is no pressure on A and B. They are having their own way, and they like it. There is
rarely any pressure on D. H e does not like it,
and evades it. The pressure all comes on C. The
question then arises, Who is C? H e is the man
who wants alcoholic liquors for any honest purpose whatsoever, who would use his liberty without abusing it, who would occasion no public question, and trouble nobody at all. H e is the Forgotten Man again, and as soon as he is drawn from
his obscurity we see that he is just what each one
of us ought to be.

