[George Fitzugh on the Political Economy of Slavery]

CHAPTER 1: FREE TRADE
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Political economy is quite as objectionable, viewed as a rule of morals, as when viewed as a system of
economy. Its authors never seem to be aware that they are writing an ethical as well as an economical
code; yet it is probable that no writings, since the promulgation of the Christian dispensation, have
exercised so controlling an influence on human conduct as the writings of these authors. The morality
which they teach is one of simple and unadulterated selfishness. The public good, the welfare of society,
the prosperity of one's neighbors, is, according to them, best promoted by each man's looking solely to the
advancement of his own pecuniary interests. They maintain that national wealth, happiness and
prosperity being but the aggregate of individual wealth, happiness and prosperity, if each man pursues
exclusively his own selfish good, he
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is doing the most he can to promote the general good. They seem to forget that men eager in the pursuit
of wealth are never satisfied with the fair earnings of their own bodily labor, but find their wits and
cunning employed in overreaching others much more profitable than their hands. Laissez-faire, free
competition begets a war of the wits, which these economists encourage, quite as destructive to the weak,
simple and guileless, as the war of the sword....
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It begets another war in the bosom of society still more terrible than this. It arrays capital against labor.
Every man is taught by political economy that it is meritorious to make the best bargains one can. In all
old countries, labor is superabundant, employers less numerous than laborers; yet all the laborers must
live by the wages they receive from the capitalists. The capitalist cheapens their wages; they compete with
and underbid each other, for employed they must be on any terms. This war of the rich with the poor and
the poor with one another, is
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the morality which political economy inculcates. It is the only morality, save the Bible, recognized or
acknowledged in free society, and is far more efficacious in directing worldly men's conduct than the
Bible, for that teaches self-denial, not self-indulgence and aggrandizement. This process of underbidding
each other by the poor, which universal liberty necessarily brings about, has well been compared by the
author of Alton Locke to the prisoners in the Black Hole of Calcutta strangling one another. A beautiful
system of ethics this, that places all mankind in antagonistic positions, and puts all society at war. What
can such a war result in but the oppression and ultimate extermination of the weak? In such society the
astute capitalist, who is very skilful and cunning, gets the advantage of every one with whom he competes
or deals; the sensible man with moderate means gets the advantage of most with whom he has business,
but the mass of the simple and poor are outwitted and cheated by everybody.

Woman fares worst when thrown into this warfare of competition. The delicacy of her sex and her
nature prevents her exercising those coarse arts which men do in the vulgar and promiscuous jostle of
life, and she is reduced to the necessity of getting less than half price for her work. To the eternal disgrace
of human nature,
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the men who employ her value themselves on the Adam Smith principle for their virtuous
and sensible conduct. "Labor is worth what it will bring; they have given the poor woman
more than any one else would, or she would not have taken the work." Yet she and her
children are starving, and the employer is growing rich by giving her half what her work is
worth. Thus does free competition, the creature of free society, throw the whole burden of
the social fabric on the poor, the weak and ignorant. They produce every thing and enjoy
nothing. They are "the muzzled ox that treadeth out the straw."

In free society none but the selfish virtues are in repute, because none other help a man
in the race of competition. In such society virtue loses all her loveliness, because of her selfish
aims. Good men and bad men have the same end in view: self-promotion, self-elevation. The
good man is prudent, cautious, and cunning of fence; he knows well, the arts (the virtues, if
you please) which enable him to advance his fortunes at the expense of those with whom he
deals; he does not "cut too deep"; he does not cheat and swindle, he only makes good
bargains and excellent profits. He gets more subjects by this course; everybody comes to him
to be bled. He bides his time; takes advantage of the follies, the improvidence and vices of
others, and makes his fortune out
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of the follies and weaknesses of his fellow-men. The bad man is rash, hasty, unskilful and
impolitic. He is equally selfish, but not half so prudent and cunning. Selfishness is almost the
only motive of human conduct in free society, where every man is taught that it is his first
duty to change and better his pecuniary situation.

The first principles of the science of political economy inculcate separate, individual
action, and are calculated to prevent that association of labor without which nothing great
can be achieved; for man isolated and individualized is the most helpless of animals. We
think this error of the economists proceeded from their adopting Locke's theory of the social
contract. We believe no heresy in moral science has been more pregnant of mischief than
this theory of Locke. It lies at the bottom of all moral speculations, and if false, must infect
with falsehood all theories built on it. Some animals are by nature gregarious and associative.
Of this class are men, ants and bees. An isolated man is almost as helpless and ridiculous as a
bee setting up for himself. Man is born a member of society, and does not form society.
Nature, as in the cases of bees and ants, has it ready formed for him. He and society are
congenital. Society is the being - he one of the members of that being. He has no rights
whatever, as opposed to the interests of society;
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and that society may very properly make any use of him that will redound to the public
good. Whatever rights he has are subordinate to the good of the whole; and he has
never ceded rights to it, for he was born its slave, and had no rights to cede.

Government is the creature of society, and may be said to derive its powers from
the consent of the governed; but society does not owe its sovereign power to the
separate consent, volition or agreement of its members. Like the hive, it is as much the
work of nature as the individuals who compose it. Consequences; the very opposite of
the doctrine of free trade, result from this doctrine of ours. It makes each society a
band of brothers, working for the common good, instead of a bag of cats biting and
worrying each other. The competitive system is a system of antagonism and war; ours
of peace and fraternity. The first is the system of free society; the other that of slave
society. The Greek, the Roman, Judaistic, Egyptian, and all ancient polities, were
founded on our theory. The loftiest patrician in those days, valued himself not on
selfish, cold individuality, but on being the most devoted servant of society and his
country. In ancient times, the individual was considered nothing, the State every thing.
And yet, under this system, the noblest individuality was evolved that the world has
ever
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seen. The prevalence of the doctrines of political economy has injured Southern
character, for in the South those doctrines most prevail. Wealthy men, who are
patterns of virtue in the discharge of their domestic duties, value themselves on never
intermeddling in public matters. They forget that property is a mere creature of law
and society, and are willing to make no return for that property to the public, which by
its laws gave it to them, and which guard and protect them in its possession.

All great enterprises owe their success to association of capital and labor. The
North is indebted for its great wealth and prosperity to the readiness with which it
forms associations for all industrial and commercial purposes. The success of Southern
farming is a striking instance of the value of the association of capital and laborers, and
ought to suggest to the South the necessity of it for other purposes.

The dissociation of labor and disintegration of society, which liberty and free
competition occasion, is especially injurious to the poorer class; for besides the labor
necessary to support the family, the poor man is burdened with the care of finding a
home, and procuring employment, and attending to all domestic wants and concerns.
Slavery relieves our slaves of these cares altogether, and slavery is a form, and the very
best



