The American Yawp Reader

Henry George, Progress and Poverty, Selections (1879)

Henry George, Progress and Poverty, Selections (1879)

In 1879, the economist Henry George penned a massive bestseller exploring the contradictory rise of

both rapid economic growth and crippling poverty.

This association of poverty with progress is the great enigma of our times. It is the central fact from
which spring industrial, social, and political difficulties that perplex the world, and with which
statesmanship and philanthropy and education grapple in vain. From it come the clouds that over-
hang the future of the most progressive and self-reliant nations. It is the riddle which the Sphinx of ,
Fate puts to our civilization, and which not to answer is to be destroyed. So long as all the increased
wealth which modern progress brings goes but to build up great fortunes, to increase luxury and

make sharper the contrast between the House of Have and the House of Want, progress is not real

and cannot be permanent. The reaction must come. The tower leans from its foundations, and every
new story but hastens the final catastrophe. To educate men who must be condemned to poverty, is
but to make them restive; to base on a state of most glaring social inequality political institutions un-

der which men are theoretically equal, is to stand a pyramid on its apex.

.. the evils arising from the unjust and unequal distribution of wealth, which are becoming more
and more apparent as modern civilization goes on, are not incidents of progress, but tendencies
which must bring progress to a halt; that they will not cure themselves, but, on the contrary, must,
unless their cause is removed, grow greater and greater, until they sweep us back into barbarism by

the road every previous civilization has trod. But it also shows that these evils are not imposed by nat-



ural laws; that they spring solely from social mal-adjustments which ignore natural laws, and that in

removing their cause we shall be giving an enormous impetus to progress.

Equality of political rights will not compensate for the denial of the equal right to the bounty of na-
ture. Political liberty, when the equal right to land is denied, becomes, as population increases and in-
vention goes on, merely the liberty to compete for employment at starvation wages. This is the truth
that we have ignored. And so there come beggars in our streets and tramps on our roads; and poverty
enslaves men whom we boast are political sovereigns; and want breeds ignorance that our schools
cannot enlighten; and citizens vote as their masters dictate; and the demagogue usurps the part of the
statesman; and gold weighs in the scales of justice; and in high places sit those who do not pay to
civic virtue even the compliment of hypocrisy; and the pillars of the republic that we thought so

strong already bend under an increasing strain.

We honor Liberty in name and in form. We set up her statues and sound her praises. But we have not

fully trusted her. And with our growth so grow her demands. She will have no half service!

Liberty! it is a word to conjure with, not to vex the ear in empty boastings. For Liberty means Justice,
and Justice is the natural law—the law of health and symmetry and strength, of fraternity and co-

operation.

They who look upon Liberty as having accomplished her mission when she has abolished hereditary
privileges and given men the ballot, who think of her as having no further relations to the every-day
affairs of life, have not seen her real grandeur—to them the poets who have sung of her must seem
rhapsodists, and her martyrs fools! As the sun is the lord of life, as well as of light; as his beams not
merely pierce the clouds, but support all growth, supply all motion, and call forth from what would
otherwise be a cold and inert mass, all the infinite diversities of being and beauty, so is liberty to
mankind. It is not for an abstraction that men have toiled and died; that in every age the witnesses of

Liberty have stood forth, and the martyrs of Liberty have suffered.

The fiat has gone forth! With steam and electricity, and the new powers born of progress, forces have

entered the world that will either compel us to a higher plane or overwhelm us, as nation after na-



tion, as civilization after civilization, have been overwhelmed before. It is the delusion which pre-
cedes destruction that sees in the popular unrest with which the civilized world is feverishly pulsing
only the passing effect of ephemeral causes. Between democratic ideas and the aristocratic adjust-
ments of society there is an irreconcilable conflict. Here in the United States, as there in Europe, it
may be seen arising. We cannot go on permitting men to vote and forcing them to tramp. We cannot
go on educating boys and girls in our public schools and then refusing them the right to earn an
honest living. We cannot go on prating of the inalienable rights of man and then denying the inalien-
able right to the bounty of the Creator. Even now, in old bottles the new wine begins to ferment,

and elemental forces gather for the strife!
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