LIMITATION OF GOVERNMENTAL POWER *

In one of his campaign speeches Mr. Wilson made a
sweeping assault on the Progressive platform and pro-
gramme and defined his own position as to social and
industrial justice. According to the stenographic re-
port of his speech, Mr. Wilson stated that there is no
hope for social reform through the platform of the Pro-
gressive party, saying: “In the very platform itself is
supplied the demonstration that it is not a serviceable
instrument. They do propose to serve civilization and
humanity but they cannot serve civilization and hu-
manity with that kind of government. . . . The his-
tory of liberty is a history of the limitation of govern-
mental power, not the increase of it.”

And he then continues to uphold what he calls “rep-
resentative” government and “‘representative’” assem-
blies as against the platform that we propose, and also
to uphold the Democratic proposals for dealing with
labor and the trusts as against the Progressive proposals.

Mr. Wilson is fond of asserting his platonic devotion
to the purposes of the Progressive party. But such
platonic devotion is utterly worthless from a practical
standpoint, because he antagonizes the only means by
which those purposes can be made effective. It is idle
to profess devotion to Progressive principles and at the
same time to antagonize the only methods by which
they can be realized in actual fact.

The key to Mr. Wilson’s position is found in the
statement I have just quoted, when he says that “The
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history of liberty is a history of the limitation of gov-
ernmental power, not the increase of it.”

This is a bit of outworn academic doctrine which was
kept in the schoolroom and the professorial study for
a generation after it had been abandoned by all who
had experience of actual life. It is simply the laissez-
faire doctrine of the English political economists three-
quarters of a century ago. It can be applied with profit,
if anywhere at all, only in a primitive community under
primitive conditions, in a community such as the United
States at the end of the eighteenth century, a com-
munity before the days of Fulton, Morse, and Edison.
To apply it now in the United States at the beginning
of the twentieth century, with its highly organized in-
dustries, with its railways, telegraphs, and telephones,
means literally and absolutely to refuse to make a single
effort to better any one of our social or industrial con-
ditions.

Moreover, Mr. Wilson is absolutely in error in his
statement, from the historical standpoint.

So long as governmental power existed exclusively for
the king and not at all for the people, then the history
of liberty was a history of the limitation of governmental
power. But now the governmental power rests in the
people, and the kings who enjoy privilege are the kings
of the financial and industrial world; and what they
clamor for is the limitation of governmental power, and
what the people sorely need is the extension of govern-
mental power.

If Mr. Wilson’s statement means nothing, then he
ought not to have made it.

If it means anything, it means that every law for the
promotion of social and industrial justice which has
been put upon the statute-books ought to be repealed,



and every law proposed should be abandoned, for with-
out exception every such law represents an increase of
governmental power. Does Mr. Wilson mean to repeal
the interstate commerce commission law? If not,
does he deny that it represents a great increase of gov-
ernmental power over the railroads? Let him take
whichever horn of the dilemma he chooses. Either his
statement is not in accordance with the facts or else he
is bound, if it is in accordance with the facts as he sees
them, to include in his programme the repeal of the
Interstate Commerce Commission Act.

Again, every Progressive State in the Union has
passed laws for factory inspection; every such law
means an increase of governmental power. Is Mr.
Wilson in favor of repealing those laws? If he is not,
then what does he mean by saying that the history of
liberty is the history of the limitation of governmental
power ?

The fact is that his statement is a mere bit of pro-
fessorial rhetoric, which has not one particle of founda-
tion in the facts of the present day.

Again, we propose to limit the hours of working girls
to eight hours a day; we propose to limit the hours of
working men in continuous industries to eight hours a
day, and to give them one day’s rest a week. Both of
these proposals represent an increase in the exercise of
governmental power, an extension of governmental
power. Does Mr. Wilson mean that he is against this
extension? If not, then his sentence which I have just
quoted and which represents the key-note of his speech,
means nothing whatever.

In other words, Mr. Wilson’s promise is either a
promise that is not to be kept or else it means the un-
doing of every particle of social and industrial advance



we have made and the refusal to go forward along the
lines of industrial and social progress.

He stands for a policy which necessarily means, if
that policy is honestly put into effect, that he must be
against every single progressive measure, for every
progressive measure means an extension, instead of a
limitation, of governmental control.

We propose to do away with occupational disease.
Is he against this proposition? He must be if he be-
lieves in limitation of government control.

We propose a workman’s compensation act. Is he
against this proposition? He must be if he sincerely
means that he is in favor of the limitation of govern-
mental control.

We propose to regulate the conditions of work in
factories, the conditions of life in tenement-houses, the
conditions of life and work in construction camps—
every one of these proposals means an extension of gov-
ernmental control. Is he against them?

Either he is against his own principle or he is against
these reforms. He can choose either horn of the di-
lemma he wishes; but one or the other he must choose.

He has definitely committed himself to the use of the
taxing power only for the purpose of raising revenue.
In that case he is against its use to put out of existence
the poisonous-match industry. He is against its use for
the purpose of preventing opium coming into this coun-
try. He is against its use for preventing wildcat bank-
ing. In short, he is against its use in every case where
we now use it to tax out of existence dangers and abuses.

The trouble with Mr. Wilson is that he is following
an outworn philosophy and that the history of which
he is thinking 1s the history of absolute monarchies and
Oriental despotisms. He is thinking of government as



embodied in an absolute king or in an oligarchy or aris-
tocracy. He is not thinking of our government, which
is a2 government by the people themselves.

The only way in which our people can increase their
power over the big corporation that does wrong, the
only way in which they can protect the working man
in his conditions of work and life, the only way in which
the people can prevent children working in industry or
secure women an eight-hour day in industry, or secure
compensation for men killed or crippled in industry, is
by extending, instead of limiting, the powers of govern-
ment.

There is no analogy whatever, from the standpoint
of real liberty, and of real popular need, between the
limitations imposed by the people on the power of an
irresponsible monarch or a dominant aristocracy, and
the limitations sought to be imposed by big financiers,
by big corporation lawyers, and by well-meaning stu-
dents of a dead-and-gone system of political economy on
the power of the people to right social wrongs and limit
social abuses, and to secure for the humble what, unless
there is an extension of the powers of government, the
arrogant and the powerful will certainly take from the
humble.

If Mr. Wilson really believes what he has said, then
Mr. Wilson has no idea of our government in its actual
working. He is not thinking of modern American his-
tory or of present-day American needs. He is thinking
of Magna Carta, which limited the power of the Eng-
lish king, because his power over the people had before
been absolute. He is thinking of the Bill of Rights,
which limited the power of the governing class in the
interest of the people, who could not control that gov-
erning class.



Our proposal is to increase the power of the people
themselves and to make the people in reality the gov-
erning class. Therefore Mr. Wilson’s proposal is really
to limit the power of the people and thereby to leave
unchecked the colossal embodied privileges of the pres-
ent day.

Now, you can adopt one philosophy or the other.
You can adopt the philosophy of laissez-faire, of the
limitation of governmental power, and turn the indus-
trial life of this country into a chaotic scramble of selfish
interests, each bent on plundering the other and all bent
on oppressing the wage-worker. This is precisely and
exactly what Mr. Wilson’s proposal means; and it can
mean nothing else. Under such limitations of govern-
mental power as he praises, every railroad must be left
unchecked, every great industrial concern can do as it
chooses with its employees and with the general public;
women must be permitted to work as many hours a day
as their taskmasters bid them; great corporations must
be left unshackled to put down wages to a starvation
limit and to raise the price of their products as high as
monopolistic control will permit.

The reverse policy means an extension, instead of a
limitation, of governmental power; and for that exten-
sion we Progressives stand.

We propose to handle the colossal industrial concerns
engaged in interstate business as we are handling the
great railways engaged in interstate business; and we
propose to go forward in the control of both, doing jus-
tice to each but exacting justice from each; and we
propose to work for justice to the farmer and the wage-
worker in the same fashion.

Let me give you a concrete instance of what Mr.
Wilson’s policy, if applied, means as compared with






