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Henry George’s Theory of State’s Agenda:

The Origins of His Ideas on Economic Policy
in Adam Smith’s Moral Theory

By FRANK PETRELLA*

ABSTRACT. The tension between Henry George’s reformism and his laissez-
Jaire liberalism was resolved through a system of natural liberty which George
derived from the relation between Adam Smith's ethics and economics. Crucial
for George’s nonutilitarian philosophy of government was the interdependence
between the moral sense (sympathy) and the prevailing socioeconomic order.
In the appropriate institutional environment, the role of the government was
diminished since the pervasive moral sense insured justice by monitoring the
individual’s pursuit of economic self-interest. In contrast, a defective socio-
economic order required government intervention. For example, land mo-
nopoly and the maldistribution of income undermined the role of sympathy,
promoted excessive self-interest and the breakdown of the system of natural
liberty. Government action through the single tax eliminated the “fear of want,”
restored an operative moral sense and guaranteed justice in society. Under
these conditions, government can provide additional services for a growing
society without being susceptible to “corrupt and tyrannous’ behavior.

I

Liberal-Conservative Dualism in Henry George

A vALID INTERPRETATION Of the theory of ““State’s agenda” or theory of economic
policy in Henry George'’s work is a difficult task. As Steven Cord has noted,
“Many historians and economists were confused by George because he was a
reformer without being a liberal. But neither is his basic philosophy that of a
conservative.”! Consequently, conflicting interpretations of George’s views on
government are not unusual. For example, although recognizing the diversity
of his thought, Bruchey sees George as essentially non-laissez-faire.* Yet Nock
thought Henry George to be the classic individualist® On the other hand, in
her excellent analysis of 19th century British Political Economy, Ellen Frankel
Paul states unequivocally, “It was, then, left for others to draw different con-
clusions from Ricardo’s rent doctrine. Most notable among these were the

* [Frank Petrella, Ph.D., is professor of economics, Holy Cross College, Worcester, MA 01610.]
Presented in commemoration of the centenary of publication of Henry George’s classic, Progress
and Poverty.
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270 American Journal of Economics and Sociology

socialist Henry George and the later group of Fabian socialists whom George
influenced.”*

We recognize the danger in focusing on the conflicts in George’s thought.
George wrote much of his work under a variety of conditions over a long period
of time. As Harriss noted: “Followers and critics can cite sources for items that
do seem to conflict. . . . We can mislead ourselves by yielding to a temptation
to pick on what are essentially matters of secondary importance, even to quib-
ble.”> However, the liberal-conservative dualism in George’s work is not a
matter of “‘secondary importance”; it is fundamental to an understanding of
Henry George.

Moreover, George’s work gives ample evidence of this dualism and its con-
sequent, the apparent ambiguity concerning government’s role in society. For
example, in Social Problems, George stated:

Thus, out of the principle that it is the proper end and purpose of government to secure
the natural rights and equal liberty of the individual, grows the principle that it is the business
of government to do for the mass of individuals those things which cannot be done, or
cannot be so well done, by individual action.®

Contrast the paternalist and interventionist government above with the os-
tensible laissez-faire of George found in A Perplexed Philosopber, a commentary
on Herbert Spencer’s views on the land question. Although George would
assign more functions to government than Spencer, he chose, nevertheless, to
emphasize his opposition to government interference:

I have been an active, consistent and absolute free trader, and an opponent of all schemes
that would limit the freedom of the individual. I have been a stauncher denier of the
assumption of the right of society to the possessions of each member, and a clearer and
more resolute upholder of the rights of property than has Mr. Spencer. 1 have opposed every
proposition to help the poor at the expense of the rich. I have always insisted that no man
should be taxed because of his wealth, and that no matter how many millions a man might
rightfully get, society should leave to him every penny of them.”

Clearly, the Henry George who would have government act in the place of
individuals is difficult to reconcile with the Henry George who opposes all
schemes that would limit the freedom of the individual.

Perhaps the conflict in George’s views on government reflects the evolution
of George’s thought over the course of his career. For example, Edward Rose
believes George’s Social Problems and its conception of government “. . . has
remained George's most bluntly socialistic book. Coming as it did between
his first two visits to the British Isles and reflecting his personal commitment
to active reform movements, its socialistic character is everywhere in evidence.”®
Rose’s view, perhaps, implies that George’s later works might be less socialistic.
For example, George’s references to a conservative philosophy of government
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State’s Agenda 271

in his The Science of Political Economy, might be attributed to the conservatism
of age or a diminished commitment to social reform. But on the contrary, the
liberal-conservative dualism persisted throughout George's work. It can be
found, for example, in Social Problems between the classic statement for absolute
natural rights of the individual (Chapter 10) and the argument for more gov-
ernment activity as life becomes more complex (Chapter 17);° it is also found
in The Condition of Labor where George argued against the State curing poverty
by setting wages above equilibrium, “the tendency of the market,” yet posed
the solution to all poverty by the State’s socialization of rent.’®

To some extent, any evaluation of the dualism in George’s thought is com-
plicated by the popular view that laissez-faire and government activity are
mutually exclusive concepts, or its corollary that government activity implies
socialism. Although the rhetoric of 18th and early 19th century laissez-faire
liberalism identified individual freedom with the absence of government control,
the substance of liberalism restrained rather than negated the role of government
in economic life. Consequently, it is difficult to find an example of pure laissez-
Jaire, laissez-passer.!* With this in mind, any formulation of George’s “State’s
agenda” theory must not dichotomize individual freedom and government
activity; instead, it must inhere in a framework which explains the nature,
degree, and timing of State activity consistent with George's view concerning
the natural rights and liberty of individuals.

11

George’s State’s Agenda Theory and Classical Economics

SINCE THERE EXISTs a large body of evidence indicating that Henry George’s
economic analysis was influenced by the English classical school, especially
Smith, Malthus, Ricardo and J. S. Mill,*? it would be reasonable to expect and
find classical and possibly neoclassical influences on Henry George’s theory
of economic policy. However, some scholars stressed other influences on
George’s economics and social policy. For example, in his classic work on
19th century American economic thought, Teilhac noted:

Although George is now very near to the Physiocrats by reason of his laissez-faire policy,
he reminds one of the Physiocrats even more . . . by his fiscal policy. This fiscal policy is
bound up with his preference for agriculture, an agrarianism based upon a profound naturalism
which, in turn, is inseparable from extreme rationalism. In reality, George is a doctrinal
descendant of the Physiocrats not only in his political theories, but also by his economic
theories . . . and, most of all, in his philosophy. We shall see that the end he hopes to

reach, by means of the single tax, is the proof of his philosophical sympathy with the
Physiocrats.?
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Although Teilhac conceded some Smithian influence on George’s ‘‘social eco-
nomics,” it was only by way of the Physiocrats via Adam Smith and the English
socialists’ response to the pessimism of Ricardo and Malthus.**

Although the link between George and Physiocracy has been challenged by
Geiger,” the most notable refutation came from Henry George himself. At the
level of economic policy, George disclaimed a Physiocratic influence; however,
at the level of theory, although he noted some compatibility of analytical con-
cepts, George denied a direct influence: “As I am acquainted with the doctrines
of Quesnay and his disciples only at second hand through the medium of the
English writers. . . .”'® Thus, if we are to find a model for George’s conception
of government which reconciles the obligation of government to act with the
autonomy and freedom of the individual, it is to be found, in George’s words,
““. . . through the medium of the English writers.”

Such a model is present in the works of the first classical economist, Adam
Smith. Moreover, the reasons for seeking an understanding of George’s con-
ception of government through the works of Adam Smith are compelling. To
begin with, both George and Smith accept the doctrine of natural rights. In
addition, both reject utilitarianism as a philosophical rationale for government
activity. After Bentham and John Stuart Mill, the classical and neoclassical theory
of economic policy depended more and more on the Benthamite principle of
utility as both determinant and object of State activity,'” or, as George put it,
to *“. . . shifting notions of expediency or the vague formula of the greatest
good to the greatest number.”*® Finally, and most important, Smith’s philosophy
of government resides ultimately in his moral theory. And, as this paper will
show, it was Smithian moral theory which provided the model for Henry George’s
theory of “State’s agenda.”?®

I
Adam Smith and the System of Natural Liberty

ANY CONSIDERATION of Adam Smith’s rationale for government activity in society
must begin with his statement of what may be termed the “best interests”
principle, that is, the notion that the individual is the best judge of his own
best interests. This natural rights assertion of the primacy of individual freedom
was clearly expressed in Adam Smith’s definition of the system of natural liberty:
All systems either of preference or of restraint, therefore, being thus completely taken away,
the obvious and simple system of natural liberty establishes itself of its own accord. Every
man, as long as he does not violate the laws of justice, is left perfectly free to pursue his

own interest his own way, and to bring both his industry and capital into competition with
those of any other man, or order of men. The sovereign is completely discharged from a
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duty, in the attempting to perform which he must always be exposed to innumerable delusions,
and for the proper performance of which no human wisdom or knowledge could ever be
sufficient; the duty of superintending the industry of private people, and of directing it
towards the employments most suitable to the interest of the society.?

Yet, Adam Smith recognized a need for government activity. Most notable
is the duty of government to provide a common defense against external aggres-
sion, to establish an “exact administration of justice” and to supply certain
goods which yield positive externalities, that is, those public works and public
institutions, . . . which it can never be for the interest of any individual . . .
to erect and maintain . . . because the profit could never repay the expense
to any individual . . . though it may frequently do much more than repay it
to a great society.”*

Moreover, there are implications of additional government activity in Smith’s
work. He was well aware of the emerging fissures in the system of natural
liberty as a consequence of economic growth and the increasing commercial-
ization of society. For example, Smith criticized the persistent monopolistic
spirit of the rentier class as well as the price-fixing tendencies of master workmen,
merchants, and manufacturers. In addition, Smith lamented the dehumanizing
effects of the division of labor, a concept so crucial to his theory of economic
growth and development. For Smith, government could moderate if not eliminate
some of these tendencies in commercial society. For example, although gov-
ernment legislation cannot and should not prevent meetings at which tradesmen
and manufacturers conspire to raise prices, government should not “facilitate
such assemblies” or sanction their consequences. The simplicity and repetitive
nature of the division of labor raised more serious questions for Smith. It
rendered man “. . .stupid and ignorant . . . incapable of rational conversation

. . or tender sentiment, and consequently of forming any just judgment con-
cerning many even of the ordinary duties of private life.” Thus, the pursuit of
enlightened self-interest in commercial society is threatened “unless government
takes some pains to prevent it”’ through education.??

The atrophying of the “tender sentiments” by the division of labor both
illustrates Smith’s concern about the dangers of commercial society, and provides
a key to understanding his theory of government activity consistent with his
natural rights doctrine and the system of natural liberty. In an earlier work, The
Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith developed a highly refined system of moral
philosophy which foreshadows his later work including the Wealth of Nations.®
Crucial to his moral theory was Smith’s awareness of the forces which undermine
the moral sentiments thus weakening the important relationships which must
exist among people in a well ordered commercial society.
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Through the innate moral sense of sympathy, Smith established a common
moral bond among men in society. According to Smith, all men are interested
in the fortune and happiness of others; and, “As we have no immediate ex-
perience of what other men feel, we can form no idea of the manner in which
they are affected, but by conceiving what we ourselves should feel in the like
situation.”* In the imperative mood, the fulfillment of this moral bond rep-
resented the highest form of human behavior:

And hence it is, that to feel much for others and little for ourselves, that to restrain our
selfish, and to indulge our benevolent affections, constitutes the perfection of human nature;
and can alone produce among mankind that harmony of sentiments and passions in which
consists their whole grace and propriety. As to love our neighbour as we love ourselves is
the great law of Christianity, so it is the great precept of nature to love ourselves only as
we love our neighbour, or what comes to the same thing, as our neighbour is capable of
loving us.?®

This call to perfection presupposed the harmonious relation between the
two cardinal virtues most important to the success of commercial society, Pru-
dence and Justice. Smith defined Prudence as the obligation to “self-interest”
or, “The care of the health, of the fortune, of the rank and reputation of the
individual, the objects upon which his comfort and happiness in this life are
supposed principally to depend . . .”’% Yet, the pursuit of prudence must rec-
ognize the requirements of justice: “. . . we are said to do justice to our
neighbour when we abstain from doing him any positive harm, and do not
directly hurt him, either in his person, or in his estate, or in his reputation.”?’

However, Adam Smith, especially in the later editions of the Theory of Moral
Sentiments, saw no natural harmony between the two virtues. He was certain
that the “. . . prevalence of injustice must utterly destroy it [society] . . .’?®
Moreover, he knew the weakening of the moral sentiments impeded the role
of sympathy in harmonizing prudence and justice. In turn, the importance of
prudence was exaggerated. The immediate origin of excessive self-interest was
found in Ambition as it related to our natural sympathies:

It is because mankind are disposed to sympathize more entirely with our joy than with
our sorrow, that we make parade of our riches, and conceal our poverty. Nothing is so
mortifying as to be obliged to expose our distress to the view of the public, and to feel,
that though our situation is open to the eyes of all mankind, no mortal conceives for us the
half of what we suffer. Nay, it is chiefly from this regard to the sentiments of mankind, that
we pursue riches and avoid poverty.?®

Thus, the “fear of want” nurtures excessive self-interest and causes the decay
of the moral sentiments:

This disposition to admire, and almost to worship, the rich and the powerful, and to
despise, or, at least, to neglect persons of poor and mean condition, though necessary both
to establish and to maintain the distinction of ranks and the order of society, is, at the same
time, the great and most universal cause of the corruption of our moral sentiments.>
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Nevertheless, Adam Smith believed society provided “Two different models to
. . .fashion our character and behaviour,” acquisitiveness unrestrained by justice,
or enlightened and virtuous self interest. However, even though enlightened
self interest, “the road to virtue and that to fortune are . . . very nearly the
same . . . in the middling and inferior stations of life,” Smith thought the
presence of excessive self interest was a continuing threat to justice and stability
in commercial society.?!

Consequently, economic growth yielded both material benefits and moral
costs to society. The severe effects of the division of labor on the sentiments
and sympathy increased the probability of unenlightened self-interest prevailing.
Moreover, although Smith did not make the case, poverty or the “fear of want”
caused by the maldistribution of income promoted the acquisitive rather than
virtuous model of individual behavior outlined in the Theory of Moral Senti-
ments. As a result, Smith’s system of natural liberty in the Wealth of Nations
presumed an appropriate institutional environment in which the individual was
more likely to link the virtues of prudence and justice.

This environment included such social and economic institutions as a system
of law and administration of justice, private property and contracts, competition
rather than monopoly and the presumption of an operative morality in society.>
If the institutional order breaks down, for example, competition is displaced
by the growth of monopoly market structures, then, prudence and justice will
conflict; consequently, government has the responsibility to discourage mo-
nopoly and to promote competition. Another example concerns the importance
of morality to the operation of the system of natural liberty. Although Smith
had little faith in government’s ability to eliminate public immorality, still, he
believed that government, indirectly, might reduce the “unsocial” or “dis-
agreeably rigorous” state of morals in society by promoting such cultural activities
as poetry, painting, dancing, and the drama.®

v

The Role of Government in Henry George’s System of Natural Liberty

HENRY GEORGE'S POLITICAL ECONOMY Was also characterized by a pervasive “‘best
interests” principle. Even when George criticized self-interest in light of other
more noble human instincts, he still concluded: “Self-interest is, as it were, a
mechanical force—potent, it is true; capable of large and wide results.”
George’s clearest expression of the “best interests” principle occurred when
he distinguished directed from spontaneous cooperation. The former involved
the “. . . conscious direction of a controlling will to a definite end”; the latter,
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the “. . . correlation of actions originating in many independent wills, each
aiming at its own small purpose without care for or thought of the general
result.” To George, the unnecessary outside interference of “conscious regu-
lation” restricted rather than aided the force of the “best interests” principle.
The only alternative was to . . . let it alone; to give it freedom to grow, leaving
men free to seek the gratification of their own desires in the ways that to them
seem best. . . '

As was true in the work of Adam Smith, Henry George’s “best interests”
principle must be understood in the context of George’s conception of the
system of natural liberty. Like Smith, George established the primacy and wisdom
of individual action in the economy:

The equal, natural and unalienable right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, does
it not involve the right of each to the free use of his powers in making a living for himself
and his family, limited only by the equal right of all others? . . . Whatever any man has
added to the common stock of wealth, or has received of the free will of him who did
produce it, let that be his as against all the world—his to use or to give, to do with it whatever
he may please, so long as such use does not interfere with the equal freedom of others. . . .

It is not the business of government to direct the employment of labor and capital, and to
foster certain industries at the expense of other industries. . . .3

Thus, George’s conception of natural liberty proscribed the exercise of eco-
nomic self-interest by the requirements of justice or, its equivalent, the “equal
freedom” of others. Although inspired by Adam Smith, George’s “equal freedom”
principle was borrowed from Herbert Spencer. Even in his most critical work
on Spencer, A Perplexed Philosopher, George thought Spencer’s principle was
a sure guide in “political ethics.””” As Spencer had noted in his work, Social
Statics, “Every man has freedom to do all that he wills, provided he infringes
not the equal freedom of any other man.”* Moreover, according to Spencer,
the operative element in the “‘equal freedom” principle was Smithian sympathy:

. . an impulse to maintain liberty of action is most likely essential to the completeness
of human constitution. How this impulse to maintain liberty of action can generate regard
for the liberty of action of others is explicable by an extension of Adam Smith's doctrine
of Sympathy. . . ¥

In a perfect society where the Moral Sense (sympathy) insured the harmonious
relation of self-interest and justice, George might agree with Spencer that no
government was necessary.* But the world of Henry George presented less
than a perfect although amendable order:

There are deep wrongs in the present constitution of society, but they are not wrongs
inherent in the constitution of man nor in those social laws which are as truly the laws of

the Creator as are the laws of the physical universe. They are wrongs resulting from bad
adjustments which it is within our power to amend.*!
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The malfunction of institutions, particularly the economic institutions, threatened
the operation of sympathy; consequently, in George’s view, the ameliorative
functions of government became imperative. Although right order depended
on justice and the moral sense, George emphasized that government cannot
directly command the restoration of sympathy:

It is not the business of government to make men virtuous or religious, or to preserve the
fool from the consequences of his own folly . . . For while the tendency of laws which
prohibit or command what the moral sense does not, is to bring law into contempt and
produce hypocrisy and evasion, so the attempt to bring law to the aid of morals as to those
acts and relations which do not plainly involve violation of the liberty of others, is to weaken
rather than to strengthen moral influences; to make the standard of wrong and right a legal
one, and to enable him who can dexterously escape the punishment of the law to escape
all punishment.®

However, government can harmonize self-interest and justice by adjusting
the institutional framework within which individuals pursue their economic
self-interest. For example, concerning the most desirable market structure for
the system of natural liberty, George argued “. . . that the sphere of government
begins where the freedom of competition ends . . .” and monopoly begins.*
Or, on the need to “secure a just distribution of wealth,” the primary function
of government was to strengthen the institutional order by securing the free
and equal liberty of all and the right of one’s enjoyment “. . . of his own
earnings . . . When we have done this we shall have done all that we can
do to make social institutions conform to the sense of justice and to the natu-
ral order.”¥

A

Smith’s and George’s Moral Theory

ALTHOUGH THE OCCASION and nature of government intervention in George’s
work is clear, what still must be demonstrated is the parallel structure between
Smith’s and George’s moral theory and, especially in George’s thought, how
a defective social order or system of natural liberty undermined the role of
sympathy as the moral watchdog protecting justice from the pursuit of legitimate
self-interest. The nature of this relationship is found in George’s major work,
Progress and Poverty. Like Adam Smith, Henry George believed that sympathy
was ‘. . . one of the strongest—perhaps with many men the very strongest—
springs of human action.”

The desire for approbation, the feeling that urges us to win the respect, admiration, or
sympathy of our fellows, is instinctive and universal. Distorted sometimes into the most
abnormal manifestations, it may yet be everywhere perceived. It is potent with the veriest
savage, as with the most highly cultivated member of the most polished society; it shows
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itself with the first gleam of intelligence, and persists to the last breath. It triumphs over
the love of ease, over the sense of pain, over the dread of death.*®

But, man’s sympathetic instincts depended on the social order, especially
the economic institutions. In a society characterized by monopoly in land and
the maldistribution of income—the central message of Progress and Poverty—
the resulting economic insecurity and “want and fear of want” retarded the
sympathetic instinct in men:

And thus the sting of want and the fear of want make men admire above all things the
possession of riches, and to become wealthy is to become respected, and admired, and
influential. Get money—honestly, if you can, but at any rate get money! This is the lesson
that society is daily and hourly dinning in the ears of its members. Men instinctively admire
virtue and truth, but the sting of want and the fear of want make them even more strongly
admire the rich and sympathize with the fortunate.*

Thus, excessive self-interest had a common origin in both Smith’s and George’s
moral theory. In George, it is poverty and the “fear of want;” in Smith, it is
Ambition occasioned by our perception that other men sympathize more with
our joy than our sorrow, thus leading us to “pursue and parade” our riches
and “conceal and avoid” poverty.*” For both Smith and George, the growth of
excessive self-interest corrupted the moral sentiments and impeded the operation
of the system of natural liberty. As George concluded:

And so in society, as at present constituted, men are greedy of wealth because the conditions
of distribution are so unjust that instead of each being sure of enough, many are certain to
be condemned to want. It is the “‘devil catch the hindmost” of present social adjustments
that causes the race and scramble for wealth, in which all considerations of justice, mercy,
religion, and sentiment are trampled under foot; in which men forget their own souls, and
struggle to the very verge of the grave for what they cannot take beyond.*®

Therefore, in Progress and Poverty, government intervention in the form of
the single tax served a dual function. Frequently emphasized is the role of the
single tax in correcting the maldistribution of income; overlooked, and equally
important to Henry George in light of his moral theory, is the role of the single
tax in restoring the human potential of civilized society. By eliminating monopoly
and promoting competition, the single tax restored George’s system of natural
liberty. By eliminating the “fear of want,” the single tax reduced excessive self
interest—*‘the admiration of riches would decay”—* and assured the exercise
of a legitimate self-interest principle grounded in a fully operative moral sense,
sympathy. As a result, the balance between self-interest and justice is restored,;
economic growth and human progress are compatible:

The law of human progress, what is it but the moral law? Just as social adjustments promote
justice, just as they acknowledge the equality of right berween man and man, just as they
insure to each the perfect liberty which is bounded only by the equal liberty of every other,
must civilization advance. Just as they fail in this, must advancing civilization come to a halt
and recede >
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However, just as George'’s views on the role of government have been sub-
jected to multiple and conflicting interpretations, so has the single tax solution
to the problem of poverty. It is not uncommon to find the single tax viewed
as liberal if not radical economic policy; actually, it is a “classical” if not con-
servative solution to the problem of poverty and income inequality and far less
radical than typical solutions to income inequality found in the late 19th century
theory of economic policy. To begin with, we have already seen where the
object of the single tax in preserving sympathy thus insuring the compatibility
of self-interest and justice was consistent with the moral theory and attendant
theory of State’s agenda in Adam Smith.

Moreover, George carefully rationalized the single tax in terms of Adam
Smith’s “canons of taxation.”®' Further, George recognized that a graduated
income tax might also reduce income inequality, however, his arguments against
this solution were consistent with classical economic theory and policy, namely,
that an income tax reduced *“. . . the incentive to the accumulation of wealth,
which is one of the strong forces of industrial progress.”** In contrast, George’s
single tax solution was less radical than the income tax solution to income
inequality proposed by Henry Sidgwick, late 19th century English philosopher,
ethicist, and minor neoclassical economist who influenced the thinking of Alfred
Marshall and A. C. Pigou.*® As precursor to many turn of the century utilitarian
policy theorists, Sidgwick argued that the existence of income inequality coupled
with the law of the diminishing marginal utility of income naturally encouraged
the redistribution of income toward greater equality since this would logically
increase the “‘greatest happiness” (greatest aggregate utility) of the greatest
number in society.**

Although the single tax was grounded in non-utilitarian criteria, it is legitimate
to explore possible utilitarian influences on Henry George’s theory of State's
agenda. If present, these influences would not alter the similarity between the
moral theory of Smith and George and their sanctions of government action
to support the system of natural liberty. However, in the late 19th century, a
period of utilitarian dominance in early neoclassical economics, the character
of government intervention changes. Although the primacy of individual freedom
is emphasized, government’s role in the economy becomes more direct, in-
creasingly acting in place of the individual to improve his welfare invariably
under the auspices of aggregate welfare, social utility, or some other social
ideal. In contrast, the role of government in the late 18th and early 19th century
view was more passive and superintending in character, supporting a framework
of institutions within which the individual was free to act and improve his own
welfare. This latter philosophy of government is more compatible with our
view of George thus far.
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However, in George’s work, there is evidence of an ““active” as opposed to
a “passive” form of government intervention. For example, although it is the
proper function of government to secure the natural rights and equal liberty
of all individuals, in some cases, certain functions “. . . cannot safely be left
to individuals;” thus, “. . . grows the principle that it is the business of gov-
ernment to do for the mass of individuals those things which cannot be done,
or cannot be so well done, by individual action.””>® Moreover, restrictions on
the liberty of action although ““. . . evil in their nature . . . may sometime be
necessary . . .” especially when the object of such restrictions is to moderate
or eliminate some previous restriction of individual natural rights.* While clearly
paternalistic and actively interventionist in character, George’s advocacy of State
action was never justified by utilitarian criteria. Although the legislative decision
to displace or restrict individual initiative might conceivably be made on prag-
matic grounds, George might have argued that such intervention was justified
insofar as it secured or enhanced the freedom of the individual within the
system of natural liberty, and not that it produced the “greatest happiness of
the greatest number.”

In the final analysis, Henry George’s conception of government activity was
more Smithian than paternalist or utilitarian in nature. The efficient and virtuous
government assumed only those functions sufficient to maintain the institutional
framework of the system of natural liberty. Moreover, wherever possible, de-
centralization or the “principle of local self-government” should prevail.>’ On
the other hand George, unlike Smith, lived in a more complex society subjected
to more rapid socioeconomic change. The pressures of change created a need
for more government:

. . with the progress of society, the functions which government must assume steadily
increase. It is only in the infancy of society that the functions of government can be properly

confined to providing for the common defense and protecting the weak against the physical
power of the strong.”®

However, George’s recognition of the growing need for government to reg-
ulate natural monopolies (railroads, utilities) and to provide additional public
services (roads, schools, museums, etc.) was not premised on utilitarian criteria.”®
For example, Henry Sidgwick and William Stanley Jevons, both English con-
temporaries of George, responded to the growing complexity of society in an
entirely different way. As Sidgwick noted, the consequence of complex change
is that “. . . an average man’s ability to judge of the adaptability of means to
ends, even as regards the satisfaction of his everyday needs, is likely to become
continually less.”® For Sidgwick, only the State, in the name of maximizing
social utility, can ameliorate the consequences of complexity. Because of
concessions to the principle of utility, even John Stuart Mill’s Principles, first
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published more than three decades earlier than Progress and Poverty, contained
a much longer list of the “necessary” and “‘optional” functions of government.®!

Although the government of Sidgwick and Jevons is more paternalistic, what
exonerates George from the criticism of rationalizing more government action
on a weak form of the principle of utility, (government provides services viewed
as useful and necessary by the popular will) is George's extension of the public
functions of government under the rubric of the single tax. Recall, it is the
single tax which not only eliminates the monopoly in land, but also, by reducing
the “fear of want,” restores the regulatory force of sympathy and, consequently,
reduces excessive self-interest and insures the practice of justice in economic
society. The system of natural liberty and the law of equal freedom are main-
tained.

In George’s view, the restored system of natural liberty not only tamed the
exercise of private self-interest, it also restrained the exercise of public interest
by government. For one, it reduced the demand for some government functions:
“The growth of morality consequent upon the cessation of what would tend

to a like diminution in other civil business of the courts. . . .”’$? For another,
the same abolition of the “fear of want” and the enhancement of the sympathetic
instincts of men improved the quality of public service: “. . . there would be

brought to the management of public affairs, and the administration of common
funds, the skill, the attention, the fidelity, and integrity that can now be secured
only for private interests. . . .”%

Independent of the single tax, George realized that an increasingly complex
and growing society will need more government services; but without the
single tax and elimination of land monopoly, the danger is that government
will become simply larger and more corrupt:

In all institutions which involve the lodgment of governing power there is, with social
growth, a tendency to the exaltation of their function and the centralization of their power,
and in the stronger of these institutions a tendency to the absorption of the powers of the
rest. Thus the tendency of social growth is to make government the business of a special
class. And as numbers increase and the power and importance of each become less and
less as compared with that of all, so, for this reason, does government tend to pass beyond
the scrutiny and control of the masses. . . . To prevent government from becoming corrupt
and tyrannous . . . in all its parts it should be kept as close to the people and as directly
within their control as may be.%

However, with the single tax and its beneficial effects on the system of natural
liberty, government would be able to do more and provide more public services,
but “Government would change its character, and would become the admin-
istration of a great co-operative society.”®

Then, within the context of a Smithian inspired system of natural liberty, the
“equal freedom” principle and the “dream of socialism” are united:
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Society would thus approach the ideal of Jeffersonian democracy, the promised land of
Herbert Spencer, the abolition of government. But of government only as a directing and
repressive power. It would at the same time, and in the same degree, become possible for
it to realize the dream of socialism. All this simplification and abrogation of the present
functions of government would make possible the assumption of certain other functions
which are now pressing for recognition. . . . With present functions so simplified and
reduced, functions such as these could be assumed without danger or strain, and would be
under the supervision of public attention, which is now distracted. There would be a great
and increasing surplus revenue from the taxation of land values, for material progress.%

VI
Conclusion

INsPIRED BY THE 18th century moral theory of Adam Smith and the doctrine of
natural rights yet compatible with the moral imperatives of Christianity, Henry
George’s philosophy of government transcended the dictates of both Social
Darwinism and Utilitarianism. The artful blend of elements in George’s theory
of “State’s agenda” may be the source of his wide appeal to both conservatives
and liberals. While forever cognizant of the rights of the individual, George
was never blind to the need for reform. Yet, his reformism was temperate and
measured, always aimed at specific evils in society as he saw them. In a modern
version of the Burkean reform tradition, government intervention for George
ameliorates rather than discards, thus accepting what is best from the weight
of tradition and institutions seen as Burkean “deposits of wisdom.”

George’s openness to reform may also explain why both he and Herbert
Spencer who begin their theory of State’s agenda from the same moral premise
of natural rights and respect for the principle of “equal freedom,”” arrive at very
different conclusions. Spencer’s synthetic philosophy and Social Darwinism
prevented him from developing a theory of government essentially more than
‘anarchy plus the constable.”®” In commenting on Man vs. The State, George
noted that Spencer’s individualism was as “‘short-sighted as socialism, and brutal
as well” since it assumed “that nothing at all is needed, in the nature either
of palliative or remedy. . . ."%® Thus, while Spencer may have been a prophet
among men in his time, it was George’s moral posture which makes him, unlike
Spencer, a social theorist who is now remembered as a prophet for all times.
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67. Herbert Spencer, op. cit, pp. 214-363. Also see, The Evolution of Society: Selections
from Herbert Spencer’s Principles of Sociology, edited with introduction by Robert L. Carneiro
(Chicago and London: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1967), pp. xlii-xlvii.

68. Henry George, A Perplexed Philosopber, op. cit., p. 66.

New Business Publications Guide

Business Publications Index and Abstracts is a new publication’ that provides
hard copy of the Management Contents database. Starting with 1983, twelve
periodical issues annually provide thorough indexing of approximately 36,000
articles appearing in over 700 business-oriented periodicals as well as the con-
tents of some 3,000 business books. The 1983 periodicals have been cumulated
in two hardbound volumes covering the entire year, one volume for Abstracts
and one for Subject-Author Citations.

The print version of the Management Contents database, Business Publications
Index and Abstracts complements online access. The Subject-Author Citations
volume contains two types of entries. Subject entries are arranged alphabetically
by subject heading, which refers to company names, geographic locations, and
personal names, as well as to standard business-related topics. Entries furnish
the full title of the article, author’s name, periodical name, volume number,
issue date, page reference, and numerical reference to corresponding abstract.
Author entries contain the same detailed information and are arranged alpha-
betically by authors’ surnames.

Entries in the Abstracts volume are accessed by the numerical code that
appears with the corresponding subject-author citations. In addition to a para-
graph-length abstract written by a subject specialist, each entry gives full bib-
liographic information for the article. [From Davip Bianco for the publisher.]

1. Business Publications Index and Abstracts. (Detroit: Gale Research Co., 1983). Subject-
Author Citations, 12 monthly issues, $250.00. Hardbound cumulation, $250.00. Abstracts., 12
monthly issues, $250.00. Hardbound cumulation, $250.00.
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