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Can Socialism Achieve Democtacy?

By Michael J. Becnstein
®

In 1901 Max Hirsch, the eminent
Australian Georgist, published a
book called “Democracy versus So-
cialism.” . Almost 40 years have
elapsed ‘since its publication, and yet
a re-reading of this book startles one
with the impression that Max Hirsch
must have written it in 1939. Ts he
painting. a picture of present-day
Russia, as he describes the function-
" ing of a socwty based upon planned
praduction, upon complete state own-
ership and control of all the land,
labor and capital? Is he discussing
the recent Russian purges as he
shows how government officialy in a
planned econemy invariably dttribute
the failure of produetion to sabe-
tage? Is he talking about the dis-
appedarance of civil liberties and the
suppression of the individual in to-
talitarian states?

Neo, Max Hirsch has simply pre-
dicted the inevitable consequences of
transferring all power—cultural, po-
litical, and economic—to the siate.
He Has demonstrated logically that
there is no gudriiitee of persondl in-
dependence so secure as the institu-
tion of private property, nof:hihg that
30 enables the individual to with-
stand the pressure of the powerful
and, in defiance of autocratic or pop-
ular condemnation, to credte new
values for humanity.

Today the issues of socialism and
democracy have an immediate sig-
nificance that they lacked when
Hirsch made his theoretical andlysis.
I am convinced that they represent
the fundamental issues of our time.
And as Georgists, as the only gen-
uine exponents of the philosophy of
freedom, on us devolves the respon-
81b111ty of demonstrs.tmg to a sadly
confused world that it hds mistaken
the socialist promise for the bitter
reality, the dréam for the harsh
awakening. )

Mankind, by and large, wants se-
curity, peace and freedom. BEvery
social philosophy, every political
party, every reformi group promises
all three as it attempts to enlist the

This nddress was delivered at the com—
mencement exereises of the Henr) George
Schuol of Social Science on June 6, “De-
niocracy Verdtus Socinlisin® by Max
Hirsch, referred io by the author, will be
re-published by the Schaol tlus suramer;
a syllabus for classroom purposes is also
being prepared.
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support of the people in its striving
for political power. There is no dis-
agreement about the goals. But to-
day, men are wearily tramping the
collectivist road in a vain effort to
reach these goals. They never do,
along that road. But the shouting
of demagogues, the screaming of slo-
gang, the loud clangor of irrelevant
controversy Hhavé drowned out the
still, small voice of reason which is
trying to tell mankind fhat it has
lost its way; the wvoice of Henry
George pointing ouf the true path,
the voice of Max Hirsch warning
against the disastrous course omn
which mankind scems to be embark-
ing.

The antithesis presented by the ti-
tle, “Democracy versus Socialism,”
may be surprising to many othér-
wise intellizent people who know
nothing or very little of the ideis of
Henry George. They would ask:
“How can you speak of democracy
and socialism as contradictory com-
cepts? . How can thefe beé funda-
mental oppogition batweer two ideas
which have heen so persistently iden-
tified for the past century? Have
not Socialists alwdys asserted that
only their program could breathe life
into thé dead abstraction of political
equality by extending democracy to
the economic realm?”

That democracy to bé geruine
must exist in the economic as well
as in the political sphere is a truism
foiind in all theories of soeidl reform.

‘None know it hetter thah do the fol-

lowers of Henry George. But mere-
ly to assert it is not enough. What
precisely does the term “demo'cra.cy”
mean—and by what methods shall it
be attained? These are the gues:
tions that must be answered, for they
are bheing asked with increasing per-
sistence among intelligent men and -
women. These men and women are
honest enough to admit that the re-
alities of coliectivism, as we see them
operative in the world today, bear
not even the remotest resemblance
to the promises origindlly niade, lo
the assertions that are trumpeted
forth each hour, so confidently, yel
so falsely,

The cause of this confusion has
its roots in the historical develop-
ment of modern civilization. Every
reform and revolutionary movement
since 1830 has been a striving to
extend the benefils of political de-
mocracy to an ever greater section
of mankind, Socialists pai‘ticipating
in these movements frequently
played a most active role and suc~
ceeded in ideniifying their philos-
ophy with the struggles for demo-
cratic rights. There was nothing de-
iiberdtely sinister about this. Their
spokesmen were always cdreful to
point out that without corresponding
economic gains for the masses, the
democratic reforms attained must
remain sterile. But in the popular
mind, and in the minds of thousands
of intellectuals; Sdcidlists were insep-
arably linked with the struggle for
wider political democracy. And only
a few resisted this assoclatioral proc-
ess sufficiently to ask if the concm-
ic propossls of socialism woild réal-
1y result in the genuine democracy
which the Socialists were promising.
We know who these few were—IHen-
ry George and Max Hirsch among
them. And today, their predictions
of many years ago ate being con-
firmed. )

In this brief historical §ketch, one
interesting fact stands out. Up to
a few years ago, every important
European nation possessed a large
and powerful Socialist party. Some
of tem still exist today. But only
in oneg country did they succeed in
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geizing . power and imposing a col-
lectivized economy. That was in
Czatist Russia. And this was no ac-
cident. For only the Russian Bol-
sheviks realized that to create and
maintain a planried society, democ-
racy had to be scrapped, and scrap
it they did without scruple. Fascism
and Nazism have congquered Ger-
many and Italy, have instituted, as
in Russia, a control of the life, la-
bor, and industry of their countries
without parallel in history. And
they too repudiated democracy.

But the large and powerful So-
clalist parties of the other world
powers have failed because they
have insisted upon using democratic
methods. They have never realized
that the saims of socialism are es-
séntially anti~democratic and can be
atfained only by using the appro-
priately dictatorial weapons. In oth-
er words, Socialist parties, save in
Russia, have been doomed to failure
because they have refused to accept
the bhasic contradiction "between so-
cialism and democracy, because they
have thought it posgsible to achieve
and retain both.

Today everyone clamors for de-
mocracy—the Nazis, the Tascists,
the Communists, the gradual collec-
tivists. The word has become a fet-
ish empty of all significance. To the
Fagcists it means that the subcon-
sciotis wishes of the people have
found mystical expression in the
words and actions of the leader. The
Communists, repudiating the leader
principle in theory, though accepting
it in fact, assert that Russia has the
highest form of democracy becalse
each individual iz compeélled to work
in accordance with the decrees of the
state. And the gradual collectivists
maintain that if only we could elect
‘'or appoint an ing¢orruptible official-
dom we could safely leave the organ-
ization of economic life to them.
Thirty-eight years ago Max Hirsch
foresaw all thig, and Wwe have reason
to be proud of an economic analysis
that enabled him to prophesy with
such unerring accuracy. -

Genuine democracy is. noi merely
a form of government; it must per-
vade every corner, every‘ aspect of
the life of a society. And its essen-

- tial pringiple must operate identical-
1y in all fields, the economic as well

as the political. . What ig this basic,
unitary principle? ©Let me attempt
a tentative definition: “A communi-
ty is a genuine democracy enly when
each responsible adult member of the
community exercises an influence and
receives a return exactly egual to the
contribution his labor and capital
have made to the community.”

This definifion, I believe, gives an
accurate picture of the functioning
of a free economy in an ideal Georg-
ist society, for its logic is the un-
shakegble logic of the social impli-
cations contained in “Progress and
Poverty.” -Henry George asserted,
bluntly and without qualification,
that we must make land common
property. The implications for de-
mocracy of this simple yefl funda-
mental remedy for the ills that have
always plagued the world bear anal-
ysis. .
In a community ‘where land is
comirion property, ideally speaking,
the government has only two func-
tions—to collect the economiec rent
and to give it back to its citizens
either through an equal division
among them or through the social
gervices that they deem desirable.
Each citizen has one vote bhecause
that ome vofe represents the equal
shate of each in the land, the com-
mon propérty of all, In other
words, political activity consists sole-
ly in deciding what te do with the
ecorniomic rent. It i a process in
which the influence exercised by each
individudl and the returns received
by him must e mathematically
equivalent, because the contribution
made by eath is équal. So we see
that in the political sphere, a free
economy requires, as a matter of
justice, equality in the exercise of
the franchise. And thus far our defi-
nition of démocracy has been satis-
fied in every particular.

Now we turn to the field of eco-
nomiic life. 'Tn a Georgist society,

again ideally speaking, individuals
functioning in complete freedom vol-
initiate

untarily those activities

b

which each one feels will most ef-
fectively gratify his desires without
interfering with the activity of the
other members of the -cdn‘mitiniﬁy.
Based on an expanding division of

- labor due to technical advances, sich

a society must engage in closer co-
operation and more rapid exchanges,
And the result will be differirig re-
wards for the exertions of each in-
dividual, although the enormous dis-
crepancies which arise from un-
earned incomes will have disappeared
c¢ompletely. 'The strict arithmetical
equality which we found to be és-
sential in the political sphere does
not and eannot exist in the economie.

For the geénuinely frée market is
a true democracy too, or moré ac-
curately we might call it a consum-
ers’ democracy. By a consuiners' de-
mocracy we mean that the power to
disposé of his skill or of his capitsl
which belongs to the laborer or to
the capitalist, can only be scquired
By means of the consumers’ hallot
held daily in the market-place.
Every customér who buys an auto-
mobile rather than an alrplane,
every patient who prefers Dr. A. to
Dr. B., every investor who .p'féfet"s
the stock of ecorporation X to the
stock of Corporation Y, in fact, every
child who chooses one toy dnd not
another, puts his voting paper in the
balloi box, which eventually decides
who shall be elected the leadeig in
industry, commerce, and the profes-
gions. It is true of course that there
is nd equality of vote in this democ-
racy; some have plural votes. But
the greater voling powsr which the
disposal of a greater income implies,
can itself only be acquired and miain-
tained by the test of eldetiomn.

That the demands of those with
ldrger incomes éxercise a gréatér ir;-
flieénce in directing the course of pro-
duction is in itself an ‘“election re-
sult,” since in 4 -free econoiy wedlth
cah be acquired aiid ihaintaitied only
by meeting the requirements of con-
sumers. Thus the greater wealth of
skilled workers, of entgi‘pr‘isirig pro-
ducers, of successful business men,
wotld always be the result of a con-
sumers' plebiscife, and once acqglired
could be retained only so long as it
was employed in a way regarded by
consumers as most heneficial to
them.
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“And so ‘we see, as a result of our
analysis’ of the functioning of the
free market in a free economy, that
the essence of a genuine democracy
is in the definition we have already
given. “Hach member of the com-
munity exercises an influence and re-
céives a return exactly equal to the
contribution he has made.” And that
simply is the philosophy of Henry
George: equality in.the administra-
tionn of the common property, and to
each individual the full product of
his labor and his capital.

For the Soclalists, genuine democ-
rdcy has meant only the achievement
of what they call economic security.
Baut nowhere have they demonstrated
precisely the methods by which de-
mocracy and security are to he at-
tained. Planning is their solution,
and it has become the grand panaces,
of our age. But unfortunately its
meaning is highly ambiguous. In
popular discussion it stands for al-
most any poliecy which it is wished
to present as degirable. Indeed there
can be no doubt that it iy this very
ambiguity which lends it attractive
force. . Men do not cherish vague
eirotions about precise concepts.
~ When the average citizen, be he
Nazi, Communist, Socialist or what
is  vaguely called “progressive,”
warms to the statement that *what
the world needs is planning,” what
he really feels iz that the world
needs what is satisfactory. It is in
fact almost certain that the more of
a plan he is confronted with, the
less enthusiastic will be his response,
the less likely his agreement with
the other members of the crowd.

On one thing all planners agree:
“planning” requires the destruction
of the market. To destroy the mar-
ket, however, instead of freeing it
and widening it, is to destroy the
only mechanism by which it ig pos-
sible to defermine, impersonally and
justly, the value of the contribution

edch individual has made to satisfy-
ing the desires of the members of
the community. No system of dis-
tribution iz possible under socialism
which does not necessitate the arbi-
trary, and therefore corruptive in-

. terference of government officials.

And certain inevitable consequences
flow from such an exercise of au-
thority. We see them operating to-
day in Rusgia, Germany, and Italy.
These consequences are inherent in,
and not accidental to, any society
which, based on the division of la-
bor, destroys the free market, the
only objective means of distribution,

A recent personal experience
brought home to me most vividiy this
contrast between state regulation
and free enterprise. I am employed
in the Department of Welfare of
New York City. Several weeks ago
I was summoned to a conference at
which supervisofy officials were dis-
cussing a new policy on relief admin-
istration which was shortly fo be.in-
stituted. What struck me most for-
cibly was that the entire discussion
took place without the slightest con-
gideration for the wishes or desires
of those to whom*the policy was t{o
be applied. The officials were nor-
mal, decent people, but their deci-
sions had to be bureaucratic. For
bureaueracy consists simply in treat-
ing people as objects—in giving them
no voice in determining the policies
to which they are asked to submif.

Contrast thig with any similar
meeting held by the executive staff
of a business firm in a competitive
industry. They wish to sell more of
their preduct, and so they are con-
cerned primarily with pleasing their
customers. The latters’ wishes and
desires are the comirolling factors,
and that firm is most prosperois
which best succeeds in anticipating
consurner demand. I know that fre-
quently there iz much of fraud, chi-

- canery and unfalr practice. Bul even
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theze are resorted to for the purpose
of securing, even though dishonpest-
ly, the good-will of the buying pub-
lic. And the competition in-the free
market of a Georgist economy would
weed out those whose performance
did not coincide with their proimises.

Socialists may nof intend it, most
of them would sincerely and fervent-
ly deny it, bul their program leads
inevitably to a condition in which
freedom of choice is destroyed: free-
dom to labor, freedom to consume,
and ultimately, freedom to think,
speak, and act. With the destruc-
{ion of freedom there is destroyed
the possibility of any ethical stand-
ard. For the disappearance of free-
dom means the annihilation of re-
sponsibility. Men who are not free
cannot be deseribed as good or bad,

Today the peoples of the world are
badly frightened, They seek to avoid
responsibility—to surrender the very
attribute which makes them human
beings. © In Freudian terminology
they wish to return to the darkness,
the warmth, the safety, ves, the com-
plete irrespongibility of the prenatal
state. On every hand we see mani-
festations of this tendency-—in our
art, our music, and our literature as
well as in our politics and economics.
Men have adopted the cult of irra-
tionality and astrive for unnatural
Utopias. Wishful thinking has driv-
en out thought,

Yes, mankind has lost its way. We
Georgisis have a tremendous task
and a profound responsibility. Pér-
haps the obstacles seem insnrmount-
able; perhaps civilization itself will
disappear in the bloody welter of an
unimaginably destructive war.- But

we cannot shirk the task, difficult
as it is. We must persuade the world,
through the power of reason, that
progress, democracy and freedom are
identical conditions, which can he at-
fained through the Law of Human
Progress, Association in Hquality.




