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THE FINE ART OF PLUNDER 

S JiNERAL readers have found fault with analysis for the em-
phasis it puts on economics. This criticism reminds me of a 

comment made by the former Secretary of Labor who, by the way, 
is a lady possessed of more wisdom than she has generally been 
given credit for. We were talking about freedom and I happened 
to mention the bread-and-butter side of it. "But," she said, "isn't 
freedom a matter of the spirit? "  In the limited time at hand this 
philosophic observation could not be carried to a conclusion, and 
for quick answer I had to content myself with another question: 
"How long can a hungry spirit feel free?" 

When you go to the bottom of it, freedom is indeed an emotional 
experience, a sense of personal dignity,'and this is not measurable 
in dollars or things. The slave who glories in his servility because 
he lacks none of the comforts of life is all the more a slave; the 
flunkey who is proud to be the man of an open-handed gentleman 
is a well-conditioned flunkey; the contractor who pays for his opu-
lence in deferenée to a crooked politician is no freer in spirit than 
the well-kept woman of a despised paramour. The spirit of free-
dom is measured only in the coin of self-respect, and that is not 
the subject-matter of economics. 

The environmentalist makes the point that this sense of dignity 
is innate with all of us, that it asserts itself or is crushed by the 
conditions under which we live. There is something to be said for 
and against this thesis. While it is true that the proverbial mess 
of pottage will buy many a soul, we cannot explain a Tom Paine in 
that way, nor even the obscure clerk who will quit a well-paying 
job to get away from a domineering employer, nor less the con-
scientious objector who finds freedom in jail. Economic condi-
tioning does not conclusively prove its case. 

Why men in various degrees resent restraint upon their desire 
for self-expression, why some men do and some men don't seek 
freedom, must remain in the field of speculation. But, how and 
why restraint is put upon men by men is no mystery at all. As a 
social, not a personal, question, freedom is decidedly not a matter 
of the, spirit; it is a matter of the relationships that grow up 
among gregarious men, and these relationships are objective facts, 
readily explainable. 

When we consider the motive of men in seeking to prevent other 
men from giving full expression to their faculties, or from enjoy-
ing the fruits thereof, we find ourselves enmeshed in economics. 
There are two ways of making one's way through life; one is pro-
duction, the other is robbery. Production involves labor, which. 
induces a feeling of weariness. Men therefore tend to seek satis-
factions with the minimum expenditure of effort. That's why they 



build labor-saving devices That's why, also, they incline toward 
getting something for nothing. But the getting of something for 
nothing, putting aside charity, implies the taking of another's pro-
duction; his freedom to enjoy the fruits of his efforts is infringed. 

Since the individual experiences an attachment for that which 
he has put his labor into, has a sense of ownership in it, force must 
be employed to deprive him of its enjoyment. Why the producer 
should resent being forcibly separated from his product is ex-
plainable only by recourse to the concept of "rights"; the neces-
sity of existence arouses a keen interest in the things which make 
life possible, and he invokes the right of property to support his 
claim to life. 

To get around this impasse sagacious man resorts to persuasion; 
the victim must become a willing partner to his robbery. He must 
be convinced that it is for his own benefit that he is being taxed, 
that he profits by the privilege of paying a tariff, that the ad-
vantages enjoyed by certain citizens do not in fact deprive him of 
his property but rather inure to his welfare, that he must give up 
in order to prosper. The invention of these subtle means of ex-
traction and their rationalization is the business of politics; that 
is why it has been called the fine art of plunder. 

Hence, when we treat of freedom as a social question we cannot 
dissociate politics from economics, we cannot divorce means from 
ends. To rail against political interferences with our liberties 
without pointing up its purpose is quixotic. Every infraction of 
freedom has an economic interpretation, and it is this interpreta-
tion with which analysis concerns itself. 
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