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Economic Necessity Versus Morals 

F. A. Burleigh 

 

Mr. Edward S. Meade, instructor of transportation and commerce in the Wharton 

School of Finance and Economy, Pennsylvania University, recently delivered a lecture 

to the senior class on "The Future of American Trade" that is so candid in its 

repudiation of all that this country has always stood for that it is worth noticing. 

 

The Wharton School stands distinctly for so-called protection to American industries 

and it is not probably that any of its professors would be allowed to hold a position 

in it who did not conform to this policy. Dr. Meade is an intelligent and attractive 

young man not yet thirty years old, but his mind has been clouded by the kind of 

economics taught in his university. 

 

"The great financiers," he said, "practically control this government, and as a 

consequence the time will soon come when they will step in and assume control 

over those governments (of South America). If this will conduce to the economic 

welfare of their countries and ours, there are no moral or political reasons which 

should restrain us. Of course, we must find some euphemistic way to accomplish 

this. It may violate some of our ideas and precedents, but our trade demands it. We 

are not prohibited because of the Declaration of Independence, for this consists 

merely of rhetorical phrases and was made for another time than ours." 

 

Is it, then, only a "rhetorical phrase" that "all men are created equal?" that "they are 

endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights," among which "are life, 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness?" Is it merely a "rhetorical phrase" that 

"whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right 

of the people to alter or abolish it and to institute a new government, laying its 

foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form as to them shall 

seem most likely to affect their safety and happiness?" Verily when men in high 

places, men whose work it is to teach the coming voters of this country, think thus, 

we may well wonder what our future will be. 



 

Men have been called traitors during these last two years for criticizing the course of 

the present administration which, contrary to all the principles we have held for a 

century and a quarter, has been trying to subjugate a people struggling for liberty; 

yet here is a college professor deliberately repudiating these principles and saying 

that "we must find some euphemistic way" of continuing the work of "expansion." If 

the present policy of the administration in regard to foreign nations were called by 

Its right name the American people would not allow it; but let us say "benevolent 

assimilation," let us say that we are "civilizing" and "Christianizing a savage people" 

and we may do what we please. Unfortunately this professor is not alone in his 

repudiation of democracy, for many public men have said the same thing in 

substance before. 

 

In an interview following this lecture Dr. Meade is reported to have said that "people 

have a right to live their own lives in their own way so long as they don't interfere 

with the economic progress of the rest of the world. If they interfere with the 

development of their natural resources which are necessary to the rest of the world, 

there is no injustice in establishing enough control over them to secure the 

investments of foreign capital." In other words, if the people of South America (of 

which he spoke especially) do not "develop their natural resources" to suit the 

Morgans and Rockefellers, the "economic progress of the world" demands that our 

South American brothers be controlled by the trust magnates of our country. 

 

Again he said, "People's morals don't grow as fast as their economic necessities and 

you can't expect them to change all at once. So, if it becomes necessary to take 

Cuba, for instance, because to let them live their own lives would interfere with the 

economic progress of the world and do neither themselves nor us good, President 

McKinley and his advisers are compelled to square their policy with the policy of the 

past. It does less violence to moral sentiment." "My whole feeling is that since we 

have clearly embarked on a career of expansion it will be far better to throw 

sentiment to the winds and go consistently in pursuit of whatever our economic 

interests teach us are our economic necessities." 

 

"Sentiment" in this case is probably but another word for morals or justice. If 

"people's morals do not grow as fast as their economic necessities then let us stop 

cultivating the latter that we may give more attention to the former; for any 



"expansion" that is not based on morality is of the wrong kind and will sooner or 

later bring evil results, and, to use the Professor's own words, "do neither 

themselves nor us good." 

 

Professor Meade thinks not only that "our economic necessities" will probably 

compel us to benevolently assimilate South America and Cuba but that "we will 

doubtless take control" in Mexico if President Diaz is succeeded by a "weak dictator;" 

for "American investments there are large and we would seize the government. 

There would be nothing else to do." But we should probably, as in the case of South 

America, think it wise to "find some euphemistic way to accomplish this." 

 

It is difficult to believe that an intelligent, moral man like Dr. Meade, teaching in one 

of the largest and oldest universities in the country, should so repudiate every 

vestige of morality or human rights as Dr. Meade has done. Personally he would not 

waylay a man on a dark night, club him and relieve him of his pocket-book because 

of his own fancied "economic necessities;" but, from the standpoint of morality and 

individual rights, that would be in no way different from what the doctor is 

advocating on the part of a nation. He even goes further, he says "that development 

(of tropical America) can be accomplished only by the exercise of political control 

over the turbulent government of South America and by the institution of a system 

of indentured labor. Since our economic interests point so closely to these two 

courses of action we may expect, within a very few years, to see the United States 

government forcibly coercing, if need be, the revoluntionary governments of South 

America and actively assisting In the development of a system of indentured labor" 

or a modified form of slavery as the doctor acknowledges. But in order to accomplish 

this "the people of the United States will have to educate themselves up to a new 

situation" for "indentured labor is not altogether in accord with antislavery 

sentiment." 

 

In plain English what Dr. Meade advocates amounts to this: our millionaire 

monopolists have interests in South America, Cuba and Mexico and in order that 

they may continue to oppress the people and pile up more millions, we, through our 

government, must allow them to gain control of these countries whether the people 

wish it or not, and "abolish the native government in order to give security to 

property and stability to investment," even to the extent of practically enslaving the 

people. But as this may sound disagreeable to those whose ears have not yet 



become accustomed to those terms and who still have some conscience left, we 

must find "some euphemistic way to accomplish this." 

 

Some Englishmen have large vested interests in America; suppose they should think 

that those interests would be more secure if America were under English rule. 

Should these people, therefore, through their government, benevolently assimilate 

the United States and indenture or practically enslave the workers? This is no wise 

different from the course Dr. Meade has advocated except that England could not do 

it; we would be too strong for her. If these South American countries were powerful 

like England neither Dr. Meade nor any one else would think of proposing to seize 

the government; but, as in the case of Cuba, and the Philippines, they are weaker 

than we and the fever of expansion is still at its height. 

 

It is time that people, both college professors and laymen, learned what is meant by 

equal rights. It is time that teachers of the young taught morals as applied to nations 

as well as to individuals; and let us hope that the day will come when no one will 

even think, much less teach, that any supposed "economic necessities" demand 

either the seizure of a foreign government or the enslavement of men and women, 

whether they be South Americans, Mexicans, Filipinos or Americans. 

 

Let everyone take to heart the words of Carl Schurz written more than half a century 

ago: "Liberty and equal rights, common to all as the air of heaven, — liberty and 

equal rights, one and inseparable. With this banner we stand before the world. In 

this sign there is victory, and thus we mean to realize the great cosmopolitan idea, 

upon which the existence of the American nation rests. Thus we mean to fulfil the 

great mission of true Americanism — thus we mean to answer the anxious question 

of downtrodden humanity — 'Has man the faculty to be free and to govern himself?' 

The answer is a triumphant 'Aye,' thundering into the ears of the despots of the old 

world that 'a man's a man for a' that;' proclaiming to the oppressed that they are 

held in subjection on false pretenses; cheering the hearts of the despondent friends 

of man with consolation and renewed confidence. This is true Americanism, clasping 

mankind to its great heart. Under its banner we march; let the world follow." 


