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If words like wise and foolish, thrifty and extravagant, prudent and negligent have nay 

meaning in language, then it must make some difference how people behave in this 

world, and the difference will appear in the position they acquire in the body of society 

and in relation to the chances of life. They may, then, be classified in reference to these 

facts. Such classes [rich and poor] always will exist; no other social distinctions can 

endure. If, then, we look to the origin and definition of these classes, we shall find it 

impossible to deduce any obligations which one of them bears to the other. The class 

distinctions simply result from the different degrees of success with which men have 

availed themselves of the chances which were presented to them. Instead of endeavoring 

to redistribute the acquisitions which have been made between the existing classes, our 

aim should be to increase, multiply, and extend the chances. 

 Such is the work of civilization. Every old error or abuse which is removed opens 

new chances of development to all the new energy of society. Every improvement in 

education, science, art, or government expands the chances of man on earth. Such 

expansion is no guarantee of equality. On the contrary, if there be liberty, some will profit 

by the chances eagerly and some will neglect them altogether. Therefore, the greater the 

chances the more unequal will be the fortune of these two sets of men [rich and poor]. So 

it ought to be, in all justice and right reason… 
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Nations do not die by wealth, but by injustice. The forward impetus comes through some great historical 

opportunity which stimulates the production of wealth, breaks up the caked and rigid order of the past, sets 

free the energies of new classes, calls creative leaders to the front, quickens the intellectual life, intensifies 

the sense of duty and the ideal devotion to the common weal, and awakens in the strong individuals the 

large ambition of patriotic service. Progress slackens when a single class appropriates the social results of 

the common labor, fortifies its evil rights by unfair laws, throttles the masses by political centralization and 

suppression, and consumes in luxury what it has taken in covetousness. Then there is a gradual loss of 

productive energy, an increasing bitterness and distrust, a waning sense of duty and devotion to country, a 

paralysis of the moral springs of noble action. Men no longer love the Commonwealth, because it does not 

stand for the common wealth. Force has to supply the cohesive power which love fails to furnish. 

Exploitation creates poverty, and poverty is followed by physical degeneration. Education, art, wealth, and 

culture may continue to advance and may even ripen to their mellowest perfection when the worm of death 

is already at the heart of the nation. Internal convulsions or external catastrophes will finally reveal the state 

of decay.  

It is always a process extending through generations or even centuries. It is possible that with the 

closely knit nations of the present era the resistive vitality is greater than in former ages, and it will take 

much longer for them to break up. The mobility of modern intellectual life will make it harder for the 

stagnation of mind and the crystallization of institutions to make headway. But unless the causes of social 

wrong are removed, it will be a slow process of strangulation and asphyxiation.  

In the last resort the only hope is in the moral forces which can be summoned to the rescue. If 

there are statesmen, prophets, and apostles who set truth and justice above selfish advancement; if their call 

finds a response in the great body of the people; if a new tide of religious faith and moral enthusiasm 

creates new standards of duty and a new capacity for self-sacrifice; if the strong learn to direct their love of 

power to the uplifting of the people and see the highest self-assertion in self-sacrifice-then the 

intrenchments of vested wrong will melt away; the stifled energy of the people will leap forward; the 

atrophied members of the social body will be filled with a fresh flow of blood; and a regenerate nation will 

look with the eyes of youth across the fields of the future.  

   


