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Perspectives on Social Reform1 

 
The People’s Party (or Populist Party) was organized in 1892; 

its presidential nominee, James Weaver, polled more than one 

million votes (out of eleven million cast) and won five states (out of 

forty-four) in the 1892 presidential election. Many of its 

participants and their ideas can be traced back to the Farmers’ 

Alliance [the Grange] and other agrarian movements and 

organizations of the 1870s and 1880s. Populist writers and 

speakers argued that farmers were being left behind in the 

industrial revolution and that the government should actively 

intervene in the economy to assure the welfare of farmers and 

workers. The first viewpoint shown here—a preamble, policy 

platform, and supplementary resolutions adopted by the People’s 

Party at its July 1892 convention in Omaha, Nebraska—provides a 

concise summary of what Populists believed was wrong with 

America and what should be done to fix it. Much of the viewpoint’s 

writing is attributed to Ignatius Donnelly, a radical newspaper 

editor and future congressman from Minnesota. 

Those who opposed the Populist Party and other movements 

calling for radical changes in American society often applied the 

ideas of the British naturalist Charles Darwin. Darwin developed 

the theories of natural selection and “survival of the fittest” to 

account for the development of biological species; “Social 

Darwinists” applied similar ideas to economic conditions in 

America and other nations to explain the social and economic 

inequality. One such theorist was William Graham Sumner, a 

former Episcopal clergyman who was a professor of political and 

social science at Yale University from 1872 to 1909. Sumner’s 

writings and speeches, in which he argued that all attempts to 

reform society were doomed because they flew in the face of nature 

itself, made him one of the leading defenders of the status quo 

during the Gilded Age. The second viewpoint provided here, taken 

                                                           
1 From Leone, Bruno, William Dudley, and John C. Chalberg, eds. Opposing 
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from an article published in Forum magazine in March 1894, is a 

classic summation of his philosophy. 

 

 

A Populist Prescription for Social Reform (1883) 
People’s Party Platform (1892)2 

 

Assembled upon the one hundred and sixteenth anniversary of 

the Declaration of Independence, the People's Party of America, in 

their first national convention, invoking upon their action the 

blessing of Almighty God, put forth in the name and on behalf of 

the people of this country, the following preamble and declaration 

of principles: 

 

Preamble 

 

The conditions which surround us best justify our cooperation; 

we meet in the midst of a nation brought to the verge of moral, 

political, and material ruin. Corruption dominates the ballot-box, 

the Legislatures, the Congress, and touches even the ermine of the 

bench. The people are demoralized; most of the States have been 

compelled to isolate the voters at the polling places to prevent 

universal intimidation or bribery. The newspapers are largely 

subsidized or muzzled, public opinion silenced, business 

prostrated, homes covered with mortgages, labor impoverished, 

and the land concentrating in the hands of capitalists. The urban 

workmen are denied the right of organization for self-protection, 

imported pauperized labor beats down their wages, a hireling 

standing army, unrecognized by our laws, is established to shoot 

them down, and they are rapidly degenerating into European 

conditions. The fruits of the toil of millions are boldly stolen to 

build up colossal fortunes for a few, unprecedented in the history of 

mankind; and the possessors of these, in turn, despise the Republic 

and endanger liberty. From the same prolific womb of 
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governmental injustice we breed the two great classes—tramps 

and millionaires. 

The national power to create money is appropriated to enrich 

bond-holders; a vast public debt payable in legal-tender currency 

has been funded into gold-bearing bonds, thereby adding millions 

to the burdens of the people. 

Silver, which has been accepted as coin since the dawn of 

history, has been demonetized to add to the purchasing power of 

gold by decreasing the value of all forms of property as well as 

human labor, and the supply of currency is purposely abridged to 

fatten usurers, bankrupt enterprise, and enslave industry. 

A vast conspiracy against mankind has been organized on two 

continents, and it is rapidly taking possession of the world. If not 

met and overthrown at once it forebodes terrible social 

convulsions, the destruction of civilization, or the establishment of 

an absolute despotism. 

We have witnessed for more than a quarter of a century the 

struggles of the two great political parties for power and plunder, 

while grievous wrongs have been inflicted upon the suffering 

people. We charge that the controlling influences dominating both 

these parties have permitted the existing dreadful conditions to 

develop without serious effort to prevent or restrain them. 

Neither do they now promise us any substantial reform. They 

have agreed together to ignore, in the coming campaign, every 

issue but one. They propose to drown the outcries of a plundered 

people with the uproar of a sham battle over the tariff, so that 

capitalists, corporations, national banks, rings, trusts, watered 

stock, the demonetization of silver and the oppressions of the 

usurers may all be lost sight of. They propose to sacrifice our 

homes, lives, and children on the altar of mammon; to destroy the 

multitude in order to secure corruption funds from the 

millionaires. 

Assembled on the anniversary of the birthday of the nation, 

and filled with the spirit of the grand general and chieftain who 

established our independence, we seek to restore the government 

of the Republic to the hands of the "plain people," with which class 

it originated. We assert our purposes to be identical with the 

purposes of the National Constitution; to form a more perfect 

union and establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide 

for the common defense, promote the general welfare, and secure 

the blessings of liberty for ourselves and our posterity. We declare 

that this Republic can only endure as a free government while 

built upon the love of the people for each other and for the nation; 

that it cannot be pinned together by bayonets; that the Civil War 

is over, and that every passion and resentment which grew out of 

it must die with it, and that we must be in fact, as we are in name, 

one united brotherhood of freedom. 

Our country finds itself confronted by conditions for which 

there is no precedent in the history of the world; our annual 

agricultural productions amount to billions of dollars in value, 

which must, within a few weeks or months, be exchanged for 

billions of dollars' worth of commodities consumed in their 

production; the existing currency supply is wholly inadequate to 

make this exchange; the results are falling prices, the formation of 

combines and rings, the impoverishment of the producing class. 

We pledge ourselves that if given power we will labor to correct 

these evils by wise and reasonable legislation, in accordance with 

the terms of our platform. 

We believe that the powers of government—in other words, of 

the people—should be expanded (as in the case of the postal 

service) as rapidly and as far as the good sense of an intelligent 

people and the teachings of experience shall justify, to the end that 

oppression, injustice, and poverty shall eventually cease in the 

land. 

While our sympathies as a party of reform are naturally upon 

the side of every proposition which will tend to make men 

intelligent, virtuous, and temperate, we nevertheless regard these 

questions—important as they are—as secondary to the great 

issues now pressing for solution, and upon which not only our 

individual prosperity but the very existence of free institutions 

depend; and we ask all men to first help us to determine whether 

we are to have a republic to administer before we differ as to the 

conditions upon which it is to be administered, believing that the 

forces of reform this day organized will never cease to move 
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forward until every wrong is righted and equal rights and equal 

privileges securely established for all the men and women of this 

country. 

 

We declare, therefore: 

 

First—That the union of the labor forces of the United States 

this day consummated shall be permanent and perpetual; may its 

spirit enter into all hearts for the salvation of the Republic and the 

uplifting of mankind. 

Second—Wealth belongs to him who creates it, and every 

dollar taken from industry without an equivalent is robbery. "If 

any will not work, neither shall he eat." The interests of rural and 

civil labor are the same; their enemies are identical. 

Third—We believe that the time has come when the railroad 

corporations will either own the people or the people must own the 

railroads; and should the government enter upon the work of 

owning and managing all railroads, we should favor an 

amendment to the constitution by which all persons engaged in the 

government service shall be placed under a civil-service regulation 

of the most rigid character, so as to prevent the increase of the 

power of the national administration by the use of such additional 

government employees. 

FINANCE—We demand a national currency, safe, sound, and 

flexible issued by the general government only, a full legal tender 

for all debts, public and private, and that without the use of 

banking corporations; a just, equitable, and efficient means of 

distribution direct to the people, at a tax not to exceed 2 per cent, 

per annum, to be provided as set forth in the sub-treasury plan of 

the Farmers' Alliance, or a better system; also by payments in 

discharge of its obligations for public improvements. 

A. We demand free and unlimited coinage of silver and gold at 

the present legal ratio of 16 to 1. 

B. We demand that the amount of circulating medium be 

speedily increased to not less than $50 per capita. 

C. We demand a graduated income tax. 

D. We believe that the money of the country should be kept as 

much as possible in the hands of the people, and hence we 

demand that all State and national revenues shall be 

limited to the necessary expenses of the government, 

economically and honestly administered. 

E. We demand that postal savings banks be established by the 

government for the safe deposit of the earnings of the 

people and to facilitate exchange. 

TRANSPORTATION—Transportation being a means of 

exchange and a public necessity, the government should own and 

operate the railroads in the interest of the people. The telegraph 

and telephone, like the post-office system, being a necessity for the 

transmission of news, should be owned and operated by the 

government in the interest of the people. 

LAND—The land, including all the natural sources of wealth, 

is the heritage of the people, and should not be monopolized for 

speculative purposes, and alien ownership of land should be 

prohibited. All land now held by railroads and other corporations 

in excess of their actual needs, and all lands now owned by aliens 

should be reclaimed by the government and held for actual settlers 

only. 

 

Supplementary Resolutions from Platform Committee 

 

The following supplementary resolutions, not to be 

incorporated in the platform, came from the Committee on 

Resolutions and were adopted, as follows: 

Whereas, Other questions have been presented for our 

consideration, we hereby submit the following, not as a part of the 

Platform of the People's Party, but as resolutions expressive of the 

sentiment of this Convention. 

1. RESOLVED, That we demand a free ballot and a fair count 

in all elections, and pledge ourselves to secure it to every legal 

voter without Federal intervention, through the adoption by the 

States of the unperverted Australian or secret ballot system. 
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2. RESOLVED, That the revenue derived from a graduated 

income tax should be applied to the reduction of the burden of 

taxation now levied upon the domestic industries of this country. 

3. RESOLVED, That we pledge our support to fair and liberal 

pensions to ex-Union soldiers and sailors. 

4. RESOLVED, That we condemn the fallacy of protecting 

American labor under the present system, which opens our ports to 

the pauper and criminal classes of the world and crowds out our 

wage-earners; and we denounce the present ineffective laws 

against contract labor, and demand the further restriction of 

undesirable immigration. 

5. RESOLVED, That we cordially sympathize with the efforts 

of organized workingmen to shorten the hours of labor, and 

demand a rigid enforcement of the existing eight-hour law on 

Government work, and ask that a penalty clause be added to the 

said law. 

6. RESOLVED, That we regard the maintenance of a large 

standing army of mercenaries, known as the Pinkerton system, as 

a menace to our liberties, and we demand its abolition; and we 

condemn the recent invasion of the Territory of Wyoming by the 

hired assassins of plutocracy, assisted by Federal officials. 

7. RESOLVED, That we commend to the favorable 

consideration of the people and to the reform press the legislative 

system known as the initiative and referendum. 

8. RESOLVED, That we favor a constitutional provision 

limiting the office of President and Vice-President to one term, and 

providing for the election of Senators of the United States by a 

direct vote of the people. 

9. RESOLVED, That we oppose any subsidy or national aid to 

any private corporation for any purpose. 

10. RESOLVED, That this convention sympathizes with 

the Knights of Labor and their righteous contest with the 

tyrannical combine of clothing manufacturers of Rochester, and 

declare it to be the duty of all who hate tyranny and oppression to 

refuse to purchase the goods made by the said manufacturers, or to 

patronize any merchants who sell such goods. 

 

A Social Darwinist View of Social Reform (1894) 
William Graham Sumner (1840-1910)3 

 

It will not probably be denied that the burden of proof is on 

those who affirm that our social condition is utterly diseased and 

in need of radical regeneration. My task at present, therefore, is 

entirely negative and critical: to examine the allegations of fact 

and the doctrines which are put forward to prove the correctness of 

the diagnosis and to warrant the use of the remedies proposed. 

The propositions put forward by social reformers nowadays 

are chiefly of two kinds. There are assertions in historical form, 

chiefly in regard to the comparison of existing with earlier social 

states, which are plainly based on defective historical knowledge, 

or at most on current stock historical dicta which are uncritical 

and incorrect. Writers very often assert that something never 

existed before because they do not know that it ever existed before, 

or that something is worse than ever before because they are not 

possessed of detailed information about what has existed before. 

The other class of propositions consists of dogmatic statements 

which, whether true or not, are unverifiable. This class of 

propositions is the pest and bane of current economic and social 

discussion. Upon a more or less superficial view of some 

phenomenon a suggestion arises which is embodied in a 

philosophical proposition and promulgated as a truth. From the 

form and nature of such propositions they can always be brought 

under the head of "ethics/' This word at least gives them an air of 

elevated sentiment and purpose, which is the only warrant they 

possess. It is impossible to test or verify them by any investigation 

or logical process whatsoever. It is therefore very difficult for any-

one who feels a high responsibility for historical statements, and 

who absolutely rejects any statement which is unverifiable, to find 

a common platform for discussion or to join issue satisfactorily in 

taking the negative. 

When anyone asserts that the class of skilled and unskilled 

manual laborers of the United States is worse off now in respect to 
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diet, clothing, lodgings, furniture, fuel, and lights; in respect to the 

age at which they can marry; the number of children they can 

provide for; the start in life which they can give to their children, 

and their chances of accumulating capital, than they ever have 

been at any former time, he makes a reckless assertion for which 

no facts have been offered in proof. Upon an appeal to facts, the 

contrary of this assertion would be clearly established. It suffices, 

therefore, to challenge those who are responsible for the assertion 

to make it good. 

 

Industrial Organization 

 

If it is said that the employed class are under much more 

stringent discipline than they were thirty years ago or earlier, it is 

true. It is not true that there has been any qualitative change in 

this respect within thirty years, but it is true that a movement 

which began at the first settlement of the country has been 

advancing with constant acceleration and has become a noticeable 

feature within our time. This movement is the advance in the 

industrial organization. The first settlement was made by 

agriculturists, and for a long time there was scarcely any 

organization. There were scattered farmers, each working for 

himself, and some small towns with only rudimentary commerce 

and handicrafts. As the country has filled up, the arts and 

professions have been differentiated and the industrial 

organization has been advancing. This fact and its significance has 

hardly been noticed at ' all; but the stage of the industrial 

organization existing at any time, and the rate of advance in its 

development, are the absolutely controlling social facts. Nine-

tenths of the socialistic and semi-socialistic, and sentimental or 

ethical, suggestions by which we are overwhelmed come from 

failure to understand the phenomena of the industrial 

organization and its expansion. It controls us all because we are all 

in it. It creates the conditions of our existence, sets the limits of 

our social activity, regulates the bonds of our social relations, 

determines our conceptions of good and evil, suggests our life-

philosophy, molds our inherited political institutions, and reforms 

the oldest and toughest customs, like marriage and property. I 

repeat that the turmoil of heterogeneous and antagonistic social 

whims and speculations in which we live is due to the failure to 

understand what the industrial organization is and its all-

pervading control over human life, while the traditions of our 

school of philosophy lead us always to approach the industrial 

organization, not from the side of objective study, but from that of 

philosophical doctrine. Hence it is that we find that the method of 

measuring what we see happening by what are called ethical 

standards, and of proposing to attack the phenomena by methods 

thence deduced, is so popular. 

The advance of a new country from the very simplest social 

coordination up to the highest organization is a most interesting 

and instructive chance to study the development of the 

organization. It has of course been attended all the way along by 

stricter subordination and higher discipline.  All organization 

implies restriction of liberty. The gain of power is won by 

narrowing individual range. The methods of business in colonial 

days were loose and slack to an inconceivable degree. The 

movement of industry has been all the time toward promptitude, 

punctuality, and reliability. It has been attended all the way by 

lamentations about the good old times; about the decline of small 

industries; about the lost spirit of comradeship between employer 

and employee; about the narrowing of the interests of the work-

man; about his conversion into a machine or into a "ware," and 

about industrial war. These lamentations have all had reference to 

unquestionable phenomena attendant on advancing organization. 

In all occupations the same movement is discernible—in the 

learned professions, in schools, in trade, commerce, and 

transportation. It is to go on faster than ever, now that the 

continent is filled up by the first superficial layer of population 

over its whole extent and the intensification of industry has begun. 

The great inventions both make the intension of the organization 

possible and make it inevitable, with all its consequences, 

whatever they may be. I must expect to be told here, according to 

the current fashions of thinking, that we ought to control the 

development of the organization. The first instinct of the modern 
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man is to get a law passed to forbid or prevent what, in his 

wisdom, he disapproves. A thing which is inevitable, however, is 

one which we cannot control. We have to make up our minds to it, 

adjust ourselves to it, and sit down to live with it. Its 

inevitableness may be disputed, in which case we must reexamine 

it; but if our analysis is correct, when we reach what is inevitable 

we reach the end, and our regulations must apply to ourselves, not 

to the social facts. 

Now the intensification of the social organization is what gives 

us greater social power. It is to it that we owe our increased 

comfort and abundance. We are none of us ready to sacrifice this. 

On the contrary, we want more of it. We would not return to the 

colonial simplicity and the colonial exiguity if we could. If not, then 

we must pay the price. Our life is bounded on every side by 

conditions. We can have this if we will agree to submit to that. In 

the case of industrial power and product the great condition is 

combination of force under discipline and strict coordination. 

Hence the wild language about wage-slavery and capitalistic 

tyranny. 

In any state of society no great achievements can be produced 

without great force. Formerly great force was attainable only by 

slavery aggregating the power of great numbers of men. Roman 

civilization was built on this. Ours has been built on steam.  It is to 

be built on electricity.  Then we are all forced into an organization 

around these natural forces and adapted to the methods or their 

application; and although we indulge in rhetoric about political 

liberty, nevertheless we find ourselves bound tight in a new set of 

conditions, which control the modes of our existence and determine 

the directions in which alone economic and social liberty can go. 

If it is said that there are some persons in our time who have 

become rapidly and in a great degree rich, it is true; if it is said 

that large aggregations of wealth in the control of individuals is a 

social danger, it is not true. 

The movement of the industrial organization which has just 

been described has brought out a great demand for men capable of 

managing great enterprises. Such have been called "captains of 

industry." The analogy with military leaders suggested by this 

name is not misleading.  The great leaders in the development of 

the industrial organization need those talents of executive and 

administrative skill, power to command, courage, and fortitude, 

which were formerly called for in military affairs and scarcely 

anywhere else. The industrial army is also as dependent on its 

captains as a military body is on its generals. One of the worst 

features of the existing system is that the employees have a 

constant risk in their employer. If he is not competent to manage 

the business with success, they suffer with him. Capital also is 

dependent on the skill of the captain of industry for the certainty 

and magnitude of its profits. Under these circumstances there has 

been a great demand for men having the requisite ability for this 

function. As the organization has advanced, with more impersonal 

bonds of coherence and wider scope of operations, the value of this 

functionary has rapidly increased. The possession of the requisite 

ability is a natural monopoly. Consequently, all the conditions 

have concurred to give to those who possessed this monopoly 

excessive and constantly advancing rates of remuneration. 

Another social function of the first importance in an intense 

organization is the solution of those crises in the operation of it 

which are called the conjuncture of the market. It is through the 

market that the lines of relation run which preserve the system in 

harmonious and rhythmical operation. The conjuncture is the 

momentary sharper misadjustment of supply and demand which 

indicates that a redistribution of productive effort is called for. The 

industrial organization needs to be insured against these 

conjunctures, which, if neglected, produce a crisis and catastrophe; 

and it needs that they shall be anticipated and guarded against as 

far as skill and foresight can do it. The rewards of this function for 

the bankers and capitalists who perform it are very great. The 

captains of industry and the capitalists who operate on the 

conjuncture, therefore, if they are successful, win, in these days, 

great fortunes in a short time. There are no earnings which are 

more legitimate or for which greater services are rendered to the 

whole industrial body. The popular notions about this matter 

really assume that all the wealth accumulated by these classes of 

persons would be here just the same if they had not existed. They 
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are supposed to have appropriated it out of the common stock. This 

is so far from being true that, on the contrary, their own wealth 

would not be but for themselves; and besides that, millions more of 

wealth, many-fold greater than their own, scattered in the hands 

of thousands, would not exist but for them. 

Within the last two years I have traveled from end to end of 

the German Empire several times on all kinds of trains. I reached 

the conviction, looking at the matter from the passenger's 

standpoint, that, if the Germans could find a Vanderbilt and put 

their railroads in his hands for twenty-five years, letting him 

reorganize the system and make twenty-five million dollars out of 

it for himself in that period, they would make an excellent bargain. 

 

Wealth and Society 

 

But it is repeated until it has become a commonplace which 

people are afraid to question, that there is some social danger in 

the possession of large amounts of wealth by individuals. I ask, 

Why? I heard a lecture two years ago by a man who holds perhaps 

the first chair of political economy in the world. He said, among 

other things, that there was great danger in our day from great 

accumulations; that this danger ought to be met by taxation, and 

he referred to the fortune of the Rothschilds and to the great 

fortunes made in America to prove his point.  He omitted, however, 

to state in what the danger consisted or to specify what harm has 

ever been done by the Rothschild fortunes or by the great fortunes 

accumulated in America. It seemed to me that the assertions he 

was making, and the measures he was recommending, ex-

cathedra, were very serious to be thrown out so recklessly. It is 

hardly to be expected that novelists, popular magazinists, amateur 

economists, and politicians will be more responsible. It would be 

easy, however, to show what good is done by accumulations of 

capital in a few hands — that is, under close and direct 

management, permitting prompt and accurate application; also to 

tell what harm is done by loose and unfounded denunciations of 

any social component or any social group. In the recent debates on 

the income tax the assumption that great accumulations of wealth 

are socially harmful and ought to be broken down by taxation was 

treated as an axiom, and we had direct proof how dangerous it is to 

fit out the average politician with such unverified and unverifiable 

dogmas as his warrant for his modes of handling the direful tool of 

taxation. 

Great figures are set out as to the magnitude of certain 

fortunes and the proportionate amount of the national wealth held 

by a fraction of the population, and eloquent exclamation-points 

are set against them. If the figures were beyond criticism, what 

would they prove? Where is the rich man who is oppressing 

anybody? If there was one, the newspapers would ring with it. The 

facts about the accumulation of wealth do not constitute a 

plutocracy, as I will show below. Wealth, in itself considered, is 

only power, like steam, or electricity, or knowledge. The question 

of its good or ill turns on the question how it will be used. To prove 

any harm in aggregations of wealth it must be shown that great 

wealth is, as a rule, in the ordinary course of social affairs, put to a 

mischievous use. This cannot be shown beyond the very slightest 

degree, if at all. 

Therefore, all the allegations of general mischief, social 

corruption, wrong, and evil in our society must be referred back to 

those who make them for particulars and specifications. As they 

are offered to us we cannot allow them to stand, because we 

discern in them faulty observation of facts, or incorrect 

interpretation of facts, or a construction of facts according to some 

philosophy, or misunderstanding of phenomena and their 

relations, or incorrect inferences, or crooked deductions. 

Assuming, however, that the charges against the existing 

"capitalistic"—that is, industrial—order of things are established, 

it is proposed to remedy the ill by reconstructing the industrial 

system on the principles of democracy. Once more we must 

untangle the snarl of half ideas and muddled facts. 

 

Defining Democracy 

 

Democracy is, of course, a word to conjure with. We have a 

democratic-republican political system, and we like it so well that 
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we are prone to take any new step which can be recommended as 

"democratic" or which will round out some "principle" of democracy 

to a fuller fulfillment. Everything connected with this domain of 

political thought is crusted over with false historical traditions, 

cheap philosophy, and undefined terms, but it is useless to try to 

criticize it. The whole drift of the world for five hundred years has 

been toward democracy. That drift, produced by great discoveries 

and inventions, and by the discovery of a new continent, has raised 

the middle class out of the servile class. In alliance with the crown 

they crushed the feudal classes. They made the crown absolute in 

order to do it. Then they turned against the crown and, with the 

aid of the handicraftsmen and peasants, conquered it. Now the 

next conflict which must inevitably come is that between the 

middle capitalist class and the proletariat, as the word has come to 

be used. If a certain construction is put on this conflict, it may be 

called that between democracy and plutocracy, for it seems that 

industrialism must be developed into plutocracy by the conflict 

itself. That is the conflict which stands before civilized society to-

day. All the signs of the times indicate its commencement, and it is 

big with fate to mankind and to civilization. 

Although we cannot criticize democracy profitably, it may be 

said of it, with reference to our present subject, that up to this time 

democracy never has done anything, either in politics, social 

affairs, or industry, to prove its power to bless mankind. If we 

confine our attention to the United States, there are three 

difficulties with regard to its alleged achievements, and they all 

have the most serious bearing on the proposed democratization of 

industry. 

  

1. The time during which democracy has been tried in the 

United States is too short to warrant any inferences. A 

century or two is a very short time in the life of political 

institutions, and if the circumstances change rapidly 

during the period the experiment is vitiated. 

2. The greatest question of all about American democracy is 

whether it is a cause or a consequence. It is popularly 

assumed to be a cause, and we ascribe to its beneficent 

action all the political vitality, all the easiness of social 

relations, all the industrial activity and enterprise which 

we experience and which we value and enjoy. I submit, 

however, that, on a more thorough examination of the 

matter, we shall find that democracy is a consequence. 

There are economic and sociological causes for our 

political vitality and vigor, for the ease and elasticity of 

our social relations, and for our industrial power and 

success. Those causes have also produced democracy, 

given it success, and have made its faults and errors 

innocuous. Indeed, in any true philosophy, it must be held 

that in the economic forces which control the material 

prosperity of a population lie the real causes of its political 

institutions, its social class-adjustments, its industrial 

prosperity, its moral code, and its world-philosophy. If 

democracy and the industrial system are both products of 

the economic conditions which exist, it is plainly absurd to 

set democracy to defeat those conditions in the control of 

industry. If, however, it is not true that democracy is a 

consequence, and I am well aware that very few people 

believe it, then we must go back to the view that 

democracy is a cause. That being so, it is difficult to see 

how democracy, which has had a clear field here in 

America, is not responsible for the ills which Mr. Bellamy 

and his comrades in opinion see in our present social 

state, and it is difficult to see the grounds of asking us to 

entrust it also with industry. The first and chief proof of 

success of political measures and systems is that, under 

them, society advances in health and vigor and that 

industry develops without causing social disease. If this 

has not been the case in America, American democracy 

has not succeeded. Neither is it easy to see how the 

masses, if they have undertaken to rule, can escape the 

responsibilities of ruling, especially so far as the con-

sequences affect themselves. If, then, they have brought 

all this distress upon themselves under the present sys-
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tem, what becomes of the argument for extending the 

system to a direct and complete control of industry? 

3. It is by no means certain that democracy in the United 

States has not, up to this time, been living on a capital 

inherited from aristocracy and industrialism. We have no 

pure democracy.  Our democracy is limited at every turn 

by institutions which were developed in England in 

connection with industrialism and aristocracy, and these 

institutions are of the essence of our system. While our 

people are passionately democratic in temper and will not 

tolerate a doctrine that one man is not as good as another, 

they have common sense enough to know that he is not; 

and it seems that they love and cling to the conservative 

institutions quite as strongly as they do to the democratic 

philosophy. They are, therefore, ruled by men who talk 

philosophy and govern by the institutions. Now it is open 

to Mr. Bellamy to say that the reason why democracy in 

America seems to be open to the charge made in the last 

paragraph, of responsibility for all the ill which he now 

finds in our society, is because it has been infected with 

industrialism (capitalism); but in that case he must widen 

the scope of his proposition and undertake to purify 

democracy before turning industry over to it. The 

socialists generally seem to think that they make their 

undertakings easier when they widen their scope, and 

make them easiest when they propose to remake 

everything; but in truth social tasks increase in difficulty 

in an enormous ratio as they are widened in scope. 

 

Unintended Consequences 

  

The question, therefore, arises, if it is proposed to reorganize 

the social system on the principles of American democracy, 

whether the institutions of industrialism are to be retained. If so, 

all the virus of capitalism will be retained. It is forgotten, in many 

schemes of social reformation in which it is proposed to mix what 

we like with what we do not like, in order to extirpate the latter, 

that each must undergo a reaction from the other, and that what 

we like may be extirpated by what we do not like. We may find 

that instead of democratizing capitalism we have capitalized 

democracy—that is, have brought in plutocracy. Plutocracy is a 

political system in which the ruling force is wealth. The 

denunciation of capital which we hear from all the reformers is the 

most eloquent proof that the greatest power in the world today is 

capital. They know that it is, and confess it most when they deny it 

most strenuously. At present the power of capital is social and 

industrial, and only in a small degree political. So far as capital is 

political, it is on account of political abuses, such as tariffs and 

special legislation on the one hand and legislative strikes on the 

other. These conditions exist in the democracy to which it is 

proposed to transfer the industries. What does that mean except 

bringing all the power of capital once for all into the political arena 

and precipitating the conflict of democracy and plutocracy at once? 

Can anyone imagine that the masterfulness, the overbearing dis-

position, the greed of gain, and the ruthlessness in methods, which 

are the faults of the master of industry at his worst, would cease 

when he was a functionary of the State, which had relieved him of 

risk and endowed him with authority? Can anyone imagine that 

politicians would no longer be corruptly fond of money, intriguing, 

and crafty when they were charged, not only with patronage and 

government contracts, but also with factories, stores, ships, and 

railroads? Could we expect anything except that, when the 

politician and the master of industry were joined in one, we should 

have the vices of both unchecked by the restraints of either? In any 

socialistic state there will be one set of positions which will offer 

chances of wealth beyond the wildest dreams of avarice; viz., on 

the governing committees. Then there will be rich men whose 

wealth will indeed be a menace to social interests, and instead of 

industrial peace there will be such war as no one has dreamed of 

yet: the war between the political ins and outs—that is, between 

those who are on the committee and those who want to get on it. 

We must not drop the subject of democracy without one word 

more. The Greeks already had occasion to notice a most serious 

distinction between two principles of democracy which lie at its 
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roots. Plutarch says that Solon got the archonship in part by 

promising equality, which some understood of esteem and dignity, 

others of measure and number. There is one democratic principle 

which means that each man should be esteemed for his merit and 

worth, for just what he is, without regard to birth, wealth, rank, or 

other adventitious circumstances. The other principle is that each 

one of us ought to be equal to all the others in what he gets and 

enjoys. The first principle is only partially realizable, but, so far as 

it goes, it is elevating and socially progressive and profitable. The 

second is not capable of an intelligible statement. The first is a 

principle of industrialism. It proceeds from and is intelligible only 

in a society built on the industrial virtues, free endeavor, security 

of property, and repression of the baser vices; that is, in a society 

whose industrial system is built on labor and exchange. The other 

is only a rule of division for robbers who have to divide plunder or 

monks who have to divide gifts. If, therefore, we want to 

democratize industry in the sense of the first principle, we need 

only perfect what we have now, especially on its political side. If 

we try to democratize it in the sense of the other principle, we cor-

rupt politics at one stroke; we enter upon an industrial enterprise 

which will waste capital and bring us all to poverty, and we set 

loose greed and envy as ruling social passions. 

 

The Limits of Human Reform 

 

If this poor old world is as bad as they say, one more reflection 

may check the zeal of the headlong reformer. It is at any rate a 

tough old world. It has taken its trend and curvature and all its 

twists and tangles from a long course of formation. All its wry and 

crooked gnarls and knobs are therefore stiff and stubborn. If we 

puny men by our arts can do anything at all to straighten them, it 

will only be by modifying the tendencies of some of the forces at 

work, so that, after a sufficient time, their action may be changed a 

little and slowly the lines of movement may be modified. This 

effort, however, can at most be only slight, and it will take a long 

time. In the meantime spontaneous forces will be at work, com-

pared with which our efforts are like those of a man trying to 

deflect a river, and these forces will have changed the whole 

problem before our interferences have time to make themselves 

felt. The great stream of time and earthly things will sweep on just 

the same in spite of us. It bears with it now all the errors and 

follies of the past, the wreckage of all the philosophies, the 

fragments of all the civilizations, the wisdom of all the abandoned 

ethical systems, the debris of all the institutions, and the penalties 

of all the mistakes. It is only in imagination that we stand by and 

look at and criticize it and plan to change it. Everyone of us is a 

child of his age and cannot get out of it. He is in the stream and is 

swept along with it. All his sciences and philosophy come to him 

out of it. Therefore the tide will not be changed by us. It will 

swallow up both us and our experiments. It will absorb the efforts 

at change and take them into itself as new but trivial components, 

and the great movement of tradition and work will go on 

unchanged by our fads and schemes. The things which will change 

it are the great discoveries and inventions, the new reactions 

inside the social organism, and the changes in the earth itself on 

account of changes in the cosmical forces. These causes will make 

of it just what, in fidelity to them, it ought to be. The men will be 

carried along with it and be made by it. The utmost they can do by 

their cleverness will be to note and record their course as they are 

carried along, which is what we do now, and is that which leads us 

to the vain fancy that we can make or guide the movement. That is 

why it is the greatest folly of which a man can be capable, to sit 

down with a slate and pencil to plan out a new social world. 

 


