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Excerpt from Henry George Progress and Poverty 1879 

Introduction 

George started the book from which this excerpt is taken in San Francisco during 

1877 and finished it in March 1879 after eighteen months of arduous work. He 

submitted it to D. Appleton and Co., who rejected it with a pleasant note on the 

great clearness and force with which it was written, but who also found it very 

aggressive and too commercially unpromising for them to publish. George turned to 

a printer friend William Hinton, who let George use his shop. On May 17, 1879 

George wrote in his diary: Commenced to set type on book. Set first two sticks 

myself. His son and some printer friends helped complete the plates for a small 

author`s edition of 500 copies, which at $3 a copy sold well enough to pay for the 

plates. Witii a set of plates in hand, George was able to persuade Appleton to 

reconsider, and in the following year, 1880, they brought out a commercial edition. 

At first the book sold slowly, but before long it began to evoke that interest which 

was to make Henry George a nationwide and a world-wide influence. Within 

fourteen months five large editions were published, and in 1882 Lovell`s Library 

brought out an edition at twenty cents. Soon it had been translated into ten 

languages. Neither its influence nor its sales can be completely measured; but 

Frank Luther Mott, in his study of best-sellers, finds credible a worldwide estimate 

of two million copies sold and thinks that an estimate of the American sales to 1947 

of 700,000 or 800,000 is conservative. 

 

This association of poverty with progress is the great 

enigma of our times. It is the central fact from which spring 

industrial, social, and political difficulties that perplex the 

world, and with which statesmanship and philanthropy and 

education grapple in vain. From it come the clouds that 

overhang the future of the most progressive and self-

reliant nations. It is the riddle which the Sphinx of Fate 

puts to our civilization, and which not to answer is to be 

destroyed. So long as all the increased wealth which 

modern progress brings goes but to build up great 

fortunes, to increase luxury and make sharper the contrast between the House 

of Have and the House of Want, progress is not real and cannot be permanent. 

The reaction must come. The tower leans from its foundations, and every new 

story but hastens the final catastrophe. To educate men who must be 

condemned to poverty, is but to make them restive; to base on a state of most 
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glaring social inequality political institutions under which men are theoretically 

equal, is to stand a pyramid on its apex. 

All-important as this question is, pressing itself from every quarter painfully 

upon attention, it has not yet received a solution which accounts for all the facts 
and points to any clear and simple remedy. This is shown by the widely varying 

attempts to account for the prevailing depression. They exhibit not merely a 
divergence between vulgar notions and scientific theories, but also show that 

the concurrence which should exist between those who avow the same general 
theories breaks up upon practical questions into an anarchy of opinion. Upon 

high economic authority we have been told that the prevailing depression is due 
to over-consumption; upon equally high authority, that it is due to over-

production; while the wastes of war, the extension of railroads, the attempts of 
workmen to keep up wages, the demonetization of silver, the issues of paper 

money, the increase of labor-saving machinery, the opening of shorter avenues 
to trade, etc., are separately pointed out as the cause, by writers of reputation. 

And while professors thus disagree, the ideas that there is a necessary conflict 

between capital and labor, that machinery is an evil, that competition must be 
restrained and interest abolished, that wealth may be created by the issue of 

money, that it is the duty of government to furnish capital or to furnish work, 
are rapidly making way among the great body of the people, who keenly feel a 

hurt and are sharply conscious of a wrong. Such ideas, which bring great 
masses of men, the repositories of ultimate political power, under the leadership 

of charlatans and demagogues, are fraught with danger; but they cannot be 
successfully combated until political economy shall give some answer to the 

great question which shall be consistent with all her teachings, and which shall 
commend itself to the perceptions of the great masses of men. . 

I propose in the following pages to attempt to solve by the methods of political 

economy the great problem I have outlined. I propose to seek the law which 
associates poverty with progress, and increases want with advancing wealth; 

and I believe that in the explanation of this paradox we shall find the 
explanation of those recurring seasons of industrial and commercial paralysis 
which, viewed independently of their relations to more general phenomena, 

seem so inexplicable. . 

What constitutes the rightful basis of property? What is it that enables a man 

justly to say of a thing, "It is mine"? From what springs the sentiment which 
acknowledges his exclusive right as against all the world? Is it not, primarily, 

the right of a man to himself, to the use of his own powers, to the enjoyment of 
the fruits of his own exertions? Is it not this individual right, which springs from 
and is testified to by the natural facts of individual organization-the fact that 

each articular pair of hands obey a particular brain and are related to a 
particular stomach; the fact that each man is a definite, coherent, independent 
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whole, which alone justifies individual owner ship? As a man belongs to himself, 
so his labor when put in concrete form belongs to him. . . 

Now, this is not only the original source from which all ideas of exclusive 
ownership aris~as is evident from the natural tendency of the mind to revert to 

it when the idea of exclusive ownership is questioned, and the manner in which 
social relations developbut it is necessarily the only source. There can be to the 
ownership of anything no rightful title which is not derived from the title of the 

producer and does not rest upon the natural right of the man to himself. There 
can be no other rightful title, because (1st) there is no other natural right from 

which any other title can be derived, and (2d) because the recognition of any 
other title is inconsistent with and destructive of this. 

For (1st) what other right exists from which the right to the exclusive 

possession of anything can be derived, save the right of a man to himself? With 
what other power is man by nature clothed, save the power of exerting his own 

faculties? How can he in any other way act upon or affect material things or 
other men? Paralyze the motor nerves, and your man has no more external 

influence or power than a log or stone. From what else, then, can the right of 
possessing and controlling things be derived? If it spring not from man himself, 

from what can it spring? Nature acknowledges no ownership or control in man 
save as the result of exertion. In no other way can her treasures be drawn 

forth, her powers directed, or her forces utilized or controlled. She makes no 
discriminations among men, but is to all absolutely impartial. She knows no 

distinction between master and slave, king and subject, saint and sinner. All 
men to her stand upon an equal footing and have equal rights. She recognizes 

no claim but that of labor, and recognizes that without respect to the claimant. 
If a pirate spread his sails, the wind will fill them as well as it will fill those of a 

peaceful merchantman or missionary bark; if a king and a common man be 
thrown overboard, neither can keep his head above water except by swimming; 
birds will not come to be shot by the proprietor of the soil any quicker than they 

will come to be shot by the poacher; fish will bite or will not bite at a hook in 
utter disregard as to whether it is offered them by a good little boy who goes to 

Sunday-school, or a bad little boy who plays truant; grain will grow only as the 
ground is prepared and the seed is sown; it is only at the call of labor that ore 

can be raised from the mine; the sun shines and the rain falls, alike upon just 
and unjust. The laws of nature are the decrees of the Creator. There is written 

in them no recognition of any right save that of labor; and in them is written 
broadly and clearly the equal right of all men to the use and enjoyment of 

nature; to apply to her by their exertions, and to receive and possess her 
reward. Hence, as nature gives only to labor, the exertion of labor in production 

is the only title to exclusive possession. 

2d. This right of ownership that springs from labor excludes the possibility of 
any other right of ownership. If a man be rightfully entitled to the produce of his 

labor, then no one can be rightfully entitled to the ownership of anything which 
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is not the produce of his labor, or the labor of some one else from whom the 
right has passed to him. If production give to the producer the right to exclusive 

possession and enjoyment, there can rightfully be no exclusive possession and 
enjoyment of anything not the production of labor, and the recognition of 

private property in land is a wrong. For the right to the produce of labor cannot 
be enjoyed without the right to the free use of the opportunities offered by 

nature, and to admit the right of property in these is to deny the right of 
property in the produce of labor. When non-producers can claim as rent a 

portion of the wealth created by producers, the right of the producers to the 
fruits of their labor is to that extent denied. 

There is no escape from this position. To affirm that a man can rightfully claim 

exclusive ownership in his own labor when embodied in material things, is to 
deny that any one can rightfully claim exclusive ownership in land. To affirm the 

rightfulness of property in land, is to affirm a claim which has no warrant in 
nature, as against a claim founded in the organization of man and the laws of 

the material universe. 

What most prevents the realization of the injustice of private property in land is 
the habit of including all the things that are made the subject of ownership in 

one category, as property, or, if any distinction is made, drawing the line, 
according to the unphilosophical distinction of the lawyers, between personal 

property and real estate, or things movable and things immovable. The real and 
natural distinction is between things which are the produce of labor and things 

which are the gratuitous offerings of nature; or, to adopt the terms of political 
economy, between wealth and land. 

These two classes of things are in essence and relations widely different, and to 

class them together as property is to confuse all thought when we come to 
consider the justice or the injustice, the right or the wrong of property. 

A house and the lot on which it stands are alike property, as being the subject 

of ownership, and are alike classed by the lawyers as real estate. Yet in nature 
and relations they differ widely. The one is produced by human labor, and 

belongs to the class in political economy styled wealth. The other is a part of 
nature, and belongs to the class in political economy styled land. 

The essential character of the one class of things is that they embody labor, are 

brought into being by human exertion, their existence or non-existence, their 
increase or diminution, depending on man. The essential character of the other 

class of things is that they do not embody labor, and exist irrespective of 
human exertion and irrespective of man; they are the field or environment in 

which man finds himself; the storehouse from which his needs must be 
supplied, the raw material upon which and the forces with which alone his labor 

can act. 
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The moment this distinction is realized, that moment is it seen that the sanction 
which natural justice gives to one species of property is denied to the other; 

that the rightfulness which attaches to individual property in the produce of 
labor implies the wrongfulness of individual property in land; that, whereas the 

recognition of the one places all men upon equal terms, securing to each the 
due reward of his labor, the recognition of the other is the denial of the equal 

rights of men, permitting those who do not labor to take the natural reward of 
those who do. 

Whatever may be said for the institution of private property in land, it is 

therefore plain that it cannot be defended on the score of justice. 

The equal right of all men to the use of land is as clear as their right to breathe 
the air-it is a right preclaimed by the fact of their existence. For we cannot 

suppose that some men have a right to be in this world and others no right. . 

The wide-spreading social evils which everywhere oppress men amid an 

advancing civilization spring from a great primary wrong-the appropriation, as 
the exclusive property of some men, of the land on which and from which all 

must live. From t his fundamental injustice flow all the injustices which distort 
and endanger modern development, which condemn the producer of wealth to 
poverty and pamper the non-producer in luxury, which rear the tenement house 

with the palace, plant the brothel behind the church, and compel us to build 
prisons as we open new schools. 

There is nothing strange or inexplicable in to phenomena that are now 
perplexing the world. It is not that material progress is not in itself a good; it is 
not that nature has called into being children for whom she has failed to 

provide; it is not that the Creator has left us natural laws a taint of injustice at 
which even the human mind revolts, that material progress brings such bitter 

fruits. That amid our highest civilization men faint and die with want is not due 
to the niggardliness of nature, but to the injustice of man. Vice and misery, 

poverty and pauperism, are not the legitimate results of increase of population 
and industrial development; they only follow increase of population and 

industrial development because land is treated as private property-they are the 
dire-and necessary results of the violation of the supreme law of justice, 

involved in giving to some men the exclusive possession of that which nature 
provides for all men. 

Whether in the present drifts of opinion and tasks there are as yet any 

indications of retrogression, it is not necessary to inquire; but there are many 
things about which there can be no dispute, which go to show that our 

civilization has reached a critical period, and that unless a new start is made in 
the direction of social equality, the nineteenth century may to the future march 

its climax. These industrial depressions, which cause much waste and suffering 
as famines or wars, are leading the twinges and shocks which precede paralysis. 
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Every where is it evident that the tendency to inequality, which is the necessary 
result of material progress where land is monopolized, cannot go much further 

without carrying our civilization into that downward path which is so easy to 
enter and so hard to abandon. Everywhere the increasing intensity of the 

struggle to live, the increasing necessity for straining every nerve to prevent 
being thrown down and trodden under foot in the scramble for wealth, is 

draining the forces which gain and maintain improvements. In every civilized 
country pauperism, crime, insanity, and suicides are increasing. In every 

civilized country the diseases are increasing which come from overstrained 
nerves, from insufficient nourishment, from squalid lodgings, from 

unwholesome and monotonous occupations, from premature labor of children, 
from the tasks and crimes which poverty imposes upon women. In every highly 

civilized country the expectation of life, which gradually rose for several 
centuries, and which seems to have culminated about the first quarter of this 

century, appears to be now diminishing. 

It is not an advancing civilization that such figures show. It is a civilization 
which in its undercurrents has already begun to recede. When the tide turns in 

bay or river from flood to ebb, it is not all at once; but here it still runs on, 
though there it has begun to recede. When the sun passes the meridian, it can 

be told only by the way the short shadows fall; for the heat of the day yet 
increases. But as sure as the turning tide must soon run full ebb; as sure as the 

declining sun must bring darkness, so sure is it, that though knowledge yet 
increases and invention marches on, and new states are being settled, and 
cities still expand, yet civilization has begun to wane when, in proportion to 

population, we must build more and more prisons, more and more almshouses, 
more and more insane asylums. It is not from top to bottom that societies die; 

it is from bottom to top. 

But there are evidences far more palpable than any that can be given by 
statistics, of tendencies to the ebb of civilization. There is a vague but general 

feeling of disappointment; an increased bitterness among the working classes; a 
widespread feeling of unrest and brooding revolution. If this were accompanied 

by a definite idea of how relief is to be obtained, it would be a hopeful sign; but 
it is not. Though the schoolmaster has been abroad some time, the general 

power of tracing effect to cause does not seem a whit improved. The reaction 
toward protectionism, as the reaction toward other exploded fallacies of 

government, shows this. And even the philosophic freethinker cannot look upon 
that vast change in religious ideas that is now sweeping over the civilized world 

without feeling that this tremendous fact may have most momentous relations, 
which only the future can develop. For what is going on is not a change in the 

form of religion, but the negation and destruction of the ideas from which 
religion springs. Christianity is not simply clearing itself of superstitions, but in 

the popular mind it is dying at the root, as the old paganisms were dying when 
Christianity entered the world. And nothing arises to take its place. The 

fundamental ideas of an intelligent Creator and of a future life are in the general 
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mind rapidly weakening. Now, whether this may or may not be in itself an 
advance, the importance of the part which religion has played in the world's 

history shows the importance of the change that is now going on. Unless human 
nature has suddenly altered in what the universal history of the race shows to 

be its deepest characteristics, the mightiest actions and reactions are thus 
preparing. Such stages of thought have heretofore always marked periods of 

transition. On a smaller scale and to a less depth (for I think any one who will 
notice the drift of our literature, and talk upon such subjects with the men he 

mccts, will see that it is sub-soil and not surface plowing that materialistic ideas 
are now doing), such a state of thought preceded the French Revolution. But 

the closest parallel to the wreck of religious ideas now going on is to be found in 
that period in which ancient civilization began to pass from splendor to decline. 

What change may come, no mortal man can tell, but that some great change 
must come, thoughtful men begin to feel. 

The civilized world is trembling on the verge of a great movement. Either it 

must be a leap upward, which will open the way to advances yet undreamed of, 
or it must be a plunge downward which will carry us back toward barbarism. 

 


