It Started With Plato

By S. HARCOURT-RIVINGTON

by the aftermaths of a global war but by a

political controversy. This latter concerns the
proper functions of government—a subject of cru-
cial importance to human welfare. No other na-
tional problem has ever produced so deep and un-
bridgable a cleavage in public opinion.

The issue is, to use a sporting metaphor, whether
in the game of life the government shall captain
the national team or shall act as referee. That 1is
to say, whether the government shall take the
principal part in the activities of the community
and control with plenary powers the movements
and welfare of the members, or whether i1t shall
stand apart from the struggle, arbitrating upon 1ts
1ssues, guaranteeing fair play to all, and 1nsuring
that the rules of the game shall be faithfully
carried out.

To be more specific, whether the government
shall take upon itself the power and functions of
the old-time slave-owner, or should leave the com-
munity free to sort themselves out into employer
and employed, while the government acts as the
judge, ready in the community interest to use its
influence and authority against the wrongdoer.

OUR modern civilization 1s ravaged not only

Plato, the First “Planner”

Many people believe that this issue arose with
the advent of socialism a century or so ago and
was given 1ts impetus and virulence by the com-
munist class-war dogma of Karl Marx. That is not
so. The controversy 1s almost as old as civilization.
It began In ancient Greece, more than four thous-
and years before the Christian era, with the doc-
trines of Plato. He was the first of the “planners”
and the true founder of the communist economy
which deifies the state. In his ‘“Republic” the
Athenian philosopher set out a virtual blueprint
for the evolution of what has come to be called the
“Welfare State.”

Plato’s 1ideal Republic was founded upon two pri-
mary assumptions (1) that the community must
be comprised of only two classes—those who govern
and those who are governed (the latter owing im-
plicit obedience to the former) and (2) that hu-
man qualities are mainly hereditary and therefore
that rulers must beget future rulers. (It should be
noted that Plato belonged by birth to the aristo-
cratic governing class who hated the democracy no
less than the principles upon which the democratic
system 1s founded.)

The ancient philosopher’s proposals followed logi-
cally from these assumptions. They were simple,
albeit sensational. He advocated the procreation of
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a privileged governing class—a sort of brain trust
—+to be produced by a system of selective breeding
which approximates stud-farming and the rearing
of pedigreed prize stock. The “wise men” so born
and trained would be the backbone of the state ad-
ministration.

To secure a virile race and to keep the popula-
tion within predetermined limits, Plato counseled
the segregation of the sexes, state-arranged co-
habitation, communism in wives, and the state
ownership of children. From birth onward children
would be reared in public nurseries where mothers
would have to feed whatever child the state offi-
cials directed, to assure that no mother would be

able to identify her own child, and no child would
know 1ts own parents.!

State Direction of Labor

To secure maximum economic progress, Plato
advocated the specialization of labor under state
administration. Each person would be given work
according to, and commensurate with, his proven
abilities. The choice of work would, however, not
be the individual’s own: it would be decided by the
“wise men.” Rewards in prestige, property in trust,
and material assets generally would be de-
termined by the rulers following the individual’s
needs—these belng fixed according to his preor-
dained status in the regime. To give effect to these
proposals the philosopher argued logically that
property must be held by the state, that 1s to say,
there must be over-all ‘“nationalization” of produc-
tion, Including labor as well as materials and fi-
nance.

This epoch-making conception of the state con-
trol of all human activities was the inspiration of
all subsequent ‘“welfare” schemes. It was the phi-
losophy upon which Sir Thomas More evolved his
fantasy “Utopia’; it was the basis of Bacon’s eco-
nomic system as set out in his “The New Atlantis.”
It was the prime source of the socialist nationali-
zation doctrine and the foundation of the class-war
dogma of Karl Marx, which was merely Platonism
In reverse, with the revolutionaries as rulers.
Moreover, 1t was the fount from which both Hitler
and Mussolini imbibed their system of totalitarian
planning—although those dictators may conceiv-
ably have been unaware of their indebtedness to
the old Platonic philosophy. The methods differ but
the final objective is always the same: state plan-

ning and control of all human activities from the
cradle to the grave.

1 See Plato’s ‘“Republic,” as translated from the original Greek

by Professor Lindsay, Master of Baliol College, Oxford, in Every-
man’s Library, pp. 146-151.

None of these schemes has ever won universal
acceptance because each embodies ideas that are
contrary to some of the deepest concepts of human
intercourse. Moreover, all such proposals consti-
tute a frontal attack upon private initiative. They
can be brought into practical shape only by an in-
tolerable intervention of compulsion. Such state
control of activities is the antithesis of the demo-
cratic ideal which assumes that the individual shall
be the arbiter and architect of his own career, and
be thus free to organize his life and that of his
family in any manner which suits his needs.

Two Irreconcilable Ideologies

If T read aright the implications of modern
events, particularly in view of the aggressive de-
velopments of Soviet Russia, this issue between un-
dividual responsibility and state direction of human
effort is the main one before the world today.
Ideas concerning it seem to be in a chronic state of
confusion. Let us therefore be clear about the full
meaning of these opposing ideologies.

Now, the democratic system makes the state the
servant of man; the socialist system makes man
the servant of the state. One preserves the liberty
and independent action of the individual; the other
annihilates it. One allows the myriads of transac-
tions which make up the national life to be the re-
spective affairs of the individuals who compose the
nation; the other makes them into a vast monopoly
over which no one has any jurisdiction except the
head of the state and the officials he appoints and
controls. In the one, man is free; in the other he 1s
a prisoner of the regime.

These ideologies are irreconcilable. A prisoner
has no real freedom. An animal in a zoo 1S a cap-
tive. His compound may be large and his surround-
ings may simulate his natural conditions. But for
all that he is a prisoner. He can not seek his own
destiny. He is not free to lead the life for which
he was created.

Now, in these days nearly all peoples, even in the
so-called democracies, live in a sort of national zoo.
They are captives of a state planned economy.
Their “compound’” is their country. They can not
leave it except under financial conditions which
compel their speedy return. They are rationed and
regulated and have to endure the restrictions which
the authorities impose, since the alternative 1s to
starve.

Nobody objects to that state of affairs in time
of national emergency and peril, but it is one thing
to submit voluntarily to captivity during a grave
crisis and quite another to be forced to endure 1t
forever. All these restrictions have arisen since the
outbreak of the first World War. The choice at
base, therefore, is whether the world shall go back
to the principle of freedom (not necessarily the
conditions) of pre-1914, which unhappily no one
under forty years of age remembers, or on to
closer confinement in captivity as the socialistic
system develops.

The two systems have nothing In common. They
can not co-exist since no one can be a prisoner and
a free man at the same time. Attempts have been
made to combine the individual freedom of a demo-
cratic society with state direction in a “socialist
planned economy,” but they have failed. Like fire
and water they can not be united. As soon as they
come into mutual contact the qualities of both are
destroyed.

That being so, we have to weigh the pros and
cons of each of these radically different ideologies
and decide under which we prefer to live. Having
made our choice we must, so far as is humanly pos-
sible, free the system we prefer from 1ts inherent
disadvantages and probable abuses. To that course
there is no alternative unless it be anarchy and

chaos.

How to Bring About

Inflation

By HAROLD LOEB

GREAT deal of attention is being given to 1n-
flation. Hardly a day passes without some
bureaucrat, politician or labor leader proposing
measures designed to arrest it. Little thought 1is
given to the other side of the problem. Yet situa-
tions often change rapidly, and sometimes the re-
verse side illuminates a difficulty. It may therefore
be helpful to list several measures which might
reasonably be expected to touch off an inflationary
cycle, if exerted when the economy was in ap-
proximate equilibrium.

1. Wide publicity should be given to prospective
shortages. This stratagem would send the public
scurrying to the stores, would persuade merchants
to double their orders, and would induce manufac-
turers to increase their stocks of raw materials.
Effective demand, supplemented by bank loans,

would expand rapidly. The supply of many items
would, as a result, prove inadequate. Prices conse-

quently would rise.

2. Price ceilings should be imposed on every-
thing but foodstuffs. This measure would prevent
the excess purchasing power from being absorbed
by higher prices and thereby being returned to the
government by way of income and profit taxes. In-
stead, part of the surplus money would bid up the
uncontrolled price of foodstuffs, and part of 1t
would seek out black markets, thereby intensifying
the shortage of goods in legitimate channels.
Furthermore, price ceilings would effectively cut
off the importation of copper, lead, wool and other
short commodities when their prices rose above the
ceiling prices, as well as the output of marginal
producers. As a result, domestic production would
be reduced and the shortage of manufactured goods
would be augmented.
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