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A DYING SUPERSTITION.

Froum the earliest days of the agitation for parhamentary reform, it has
been a cardinal doctrine of Liberalism that representative institutions
are a safe-guard against corrupt dealing in the management of public
affairs. A doctrine demanding in these times of universal publicity, the
faith that can remove mountains of solid fact !

The other day Mr. Hanbury in his general attack upon the adminis-
tration, told a significant little story to the House of Commons. *“ Go
where we will,” he said,” in the manufacturing and purchasing depart-
ment of the Government, we shall find the same grave scandals and the
same officials always ready with the same old stale excuses. . Con-
tractors have actually their own men in the Government establishments
for the purpose of passing their own goods.” And then he went on to
deseribe how the first light had been thrown on the Woolwich scandals.

Amongst the swarms of officials and the crowds of submissive wage-
slaves under their command, two men alone dared to protest against the
wholesale jobbery and fraud which characterised the business of the
g They were workmen named Dunn and Moody,
employed in the accoutrement department. They ventured to draw at-
tention to certain special abuses which came under their own notice.
Their complaints were treated by the higher authorities as frivolous and
vexatious, and the contractors whose uu:t/u)r_l of doing business they had
exposed were (/r(m/m/ the services of two govermment police spies to watch
Dunn"and Moody in the ]mpe of catching them in some fault for which
they might be punished or at least dismissed !| Dunn accordingly was
charged with drnnkenness and Moody with embezzlement, before the
Judge Advocate General. But this official, being outside the interests
of the conspiracy, not only declared the charge unfounded, but recom-
mended the two men t()l' promotion as exceptionally hone st and intelli-
gent. The promotion has never been conterred, but before the Sweating
Commission an attempt was made to discredit the evidence of one of
them on the ground that he had once been charged with telling a lie,
a charge that was dismissed as unproved.

Meanwhile the exposures of two different Commissions of Inquiry
and several sessions of parhiamentary criticism, have only 1ssued 1n the
tardy and reluctant dismissal of the most scandalous of the contractors ;
the same firm who employ girls to stitch hard leather at starvation wages.
According to Ministers,  the criminal law 1s utterly powerless” to deal
with fraud on so gigantic a scale, 1ts terrors are for the petty scoundrels.
The officials whose 1ncompetence and greedy dishonesty permitted and
encouraged the jobbery are pl'mn()te(l or whitewashed all round! As to
the u"l) stories of l)()]l((‘ spies and false charges, the Tory Minister of
War exonerates his party ; the thing lnm)env(l under Mr. Gl udstone’s
administration !

Could an incident more disgraceful be reported of the rotten bureau-

cracy of Russia or the agents of Bismarckian tyranny ? It reveals more
than pages of reports and statistics of the tricks and subterfuges by
which under the present political system the wealth wrung by govern-
ment from the toil of the people 1s appropriated to the selfish ends of
greedy administrators.

No wonder that our costly men of war break down on their trial trips
and prove unworkable 1 sham fights, that our army is supplied with
bursting guns and bending bayonets, and that our military resources are
declared une qtial to severer tasks than coercing \\'ol h farmers to pay

tithe, or slaughtering savages

A\s for prospects of 1mprov cmont, the Saturday Review truly remarks
that by debates in the Lords and committees in the Commons, “one old
plece of knowledge has been proved tm the twentieth time. It is that
all the experts are at sixes and sevens.”

Corrupt officials and wrangling experts and ignorant popular repre-
sentatives ready to legislate right and left about anything and every-
thing just as suits their private and party interests ; a hopeful prospect
tlul\. and one that darkens as we gaze. From every corner of our ad-
ministration come revelations, \\ln\ln rs, hints of ]ohl)el\ want of public
spirit, greed and inefliciency. Whilst black-mail is being levied in
London h\ the Metropolitan Board of Works, the Anglo- [ndian govern-
ment are lntmm\mn and protecting the band of E ntfh\h swindlers who
have been busy stealing £850,000 from a Dgeecan prince.  Whilst Mu.
Jenkinson brings forward awkward figures suggesting that certain recent
and much vaunted departmental reforms are simply an excuse for be-
stowing l)on\'inn\' instead of salaries, the ZLaw Z%mes sees ** too much
reason to suspect” that our local administration of civil law is reduced
to a farce by the universal bribery of bailiffs, so that a successtul suitor
s quite uncertain if he shall ever obtain his costs and damages

oreat military depot.

And 1n administrations like those of France and Amf»ricn, where the
representative system is yet more fully developed than in England, the
abuses and scandals are more tully developed too. The evidence pro-
duced last year against certain New York aldermen dwarfed the exploits
of Messrs. Goddard and Robertson into insignificance, and the back
wash of the Grevy-Wilson-Limousin scandals .\t»l]] taints the moral atmos-
phere of France.

During the whole of this century representative government has been
on its trial and it is surely not too soon to judge of the tree by its fruits.
Authority exercised by elected representatives under the Argus eyes of
King Demos turns out to be as de praved and <lepmvm;_r as self-
inter e'stml and 1inefficient as when 1t was self-constituted and irrespon-
sible.  One might hope to improve the machinery, but who is to reform
the men, if under this system of government as under every other,
power lnm«r\ moral degradation in its train ?

A bitter experience is slowly revealing to us that there is only one
social change that can be a radical remedy for the misery inflicted on
countless millions of human beings by the abuse of authority. It is the
abolition of authority altogether. It is a change of moral attitude, of
the mental relation of citizen to citizen. The inward refusal of heart
and mind to outrage our common human nature by enforcing one’s will
on others or allowing them to force their will on one’s self ; and the out-
ward recognition of this moral attitude by the abolition of every kind
and species of government.

As long as all must rule or be ruled, it is inevitable that each should
struggle to snatch the whip or at least secure himself from its lash
helmul the power given by wealth. But in such unnatural strife where
1s there room for public spirit or a sense of fellowship? The social
mstinet and self-respect that prompt disinterested administration of the
common concerns are weakened, perverted, well nigh destroyed. Mu-
tual distrust, selfish greed must necew.ul]y be the m«lel of the d: ay.

Gladly tlwn fore we welcome the shameful exposures w hich are drag-
oing the I)U]ltl((tl superstition of our century into the irreverent light of
Imhh( curiosity. Gladly we see men forced to resign faith in the ballot-
box that they may find it in themselves. For that is the end set before
us We have tried the virtue of every system for the administration of
human affairs by authority only to find failure and confusion inherent
in each. It begins now to dawn upon our consciousness that peace and
security wait not upon the most skilful method of organising coercion,
but simply on association by free consent.

WO RK.

shalt thou eat bread ” i1s an ancient curse.

f IN the sweat of thy brow
And truly for the slave work 1s 3

dating from the days of slavery.
weariness to the fiesh.

What enjoyment is there in his labour for the modern wage-slave,
for instance, as he toils hour after hour and day after day at some
exhausting routine work, in which he sees no special utility, and for
which he has no special taste; toils wearily on and on, with no prospect
but the same dull round, until he breaks down and is sent to the work-
house, like some worn-out cart-horse to the knackers? How can work
be anything but a hatetul burden in such circumstances? How can
such workers have any inclination but to exert themselves as little as
possible? Any interest but the amount of the miserable pittance they
gain by this prostitution of their manhood? No wonder that to the
majority of the workmen of to-day wages are the one inducement to
work, and the 1dea of working except for wages seems an absurdity.
No wonder that when they can avoid working, they loaf, or that they
seek physical or mental relief for their deadened and jaded nerves in
spirits or beer or gambling.

The nature of the modern machine industry and factory system 1s
in itself enough to account for the so-called idleness of the working
classes ; but thmo are many other causes which all unite to render the
very idea of work distasteful to the masses at this moment.

Manual work is looked on as a brand of inferiority to the worker.
Whatever his skill, he is regarded as belonging to the lower rank in
society. Cap in hand he st: ands meekly before the brain-worker, the
organiser, the mere monopolist of property, awaiting their permission to
employ himself and their direction of his efforts. He is their hireling,
their thing, a part of their wealth-producing mn: achimery. How can he
joy in the toil which degrades him in the eyes of lhis fellows and is as-

sociated with the loss of his personal dignity? .
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And then he is never secure even in this inferior position, which at
least allows him to live. Any week, any day he may be thrown upon
the streets to beg from door to door for the permission to work that he
may earn a subsistence. This insecurity nips in the bud such growing
interest as he may be inclined to feel in his special occupation. He may
be interested in finishing some job, in thinking out some improvement,
but all the while the knowledge lurks in the background that he has
neither part nor lot in the final utility of his work, that to-morrow he
may be a homeless wanderer, his connection with his present employ-
ment broken off for ever.

So much for the character of the work ; let us turn to the physical
conditions of the lives of the workers. Insufficient food from earhest
childhood ; if not insnfficient in quantity, insuflicient in nourishing
elements, unwholesome and adulterated, as are all the wretched provi-
sions sold in the cheap shops of our large towns. Insufficient clothing ;
shoddy cotton and cloth, and paper soled boots, and not enough even of
these. Bad air; dirty, badly ventilated factories and workshops all
day, damp or dusty ill-smelling streets to go home by, hot, close rooms
to sit and eat and sleep in. Such conditions alone are enough to depress
the nervous energy of the strongest and healthiest amongst us, and men
and women who have lived for generations in such misery are not strong
and healthy. A moment’s reflection astonishes us not at the idleness
but the industry of the working classes.

But the property monopolists? There is a strong tendency amongst
them also to believe that the only end of useful effort is to fill one's own
pocket, and a pronounced distaste for work in itself ; and yet their lives
are not fettered like those of their wage-slaves.

Not in the same way, but still fettered, and by the same hateful
social system. The majority of men and women of whatever class have
capacity for hand work. Those whose organisation fits them exclusively
for brain work are few and far between. Yet the iron tyranny of
custom ordains that for a man or woman of the upper classes brain work
alone 1s “ respectable” ; they must exercise their muscles only in games.
If such a person is caught by his neighbours in the act of digging pota-
toes, or scrubbing the floor, or making any useful article, he or she
apologises with a blush and explains that it is only a hobby, or he has
been obliged to do it *just for once” by some accident. As to bringing
up his children as shoemakers or cooks, he would as soon educate them
for the hulks. And yet not every bourgeois child has a taste for figures,
or the organisation of industry, or scientific research, or the higher walks
of art.

Again, the weight and pressure of needless clothing, and curtained
rooms, and padded seats, and a hot-house atmosphere, and luxurious
living, and artificial isolation from the first elementary needs and cares
of humanity, are not healthy, are not in the truest sense natural. Such
conditions depress nervous energy and discourage exertion, and make
the real interests and larger purposes of life dull and meaningless. And
such conditions as these have grown up round the rich, punishing them
for their unjust monopoly by enervating their nerves and stupefying
their brain, shutting them away from the keen, fresh pleasure of living,
and turning work and repose alike to weariness.

And if the enervating and isolating “comfort” of the rich and the
cramping and depressing misery of the poor, the difficulty for either
class of choosing the occupation which best suits them, and the dreary
and monotonous character of most modern labour, were causes not sufh-
cient to account for such disinclination to useful and continued exertion
of energy as we see around us, we have only to add the social influence
of an idle aristocracy. The example of an upper class whose pride is
that for many hundred years they have been absolutely useless, cannot
but corrupt the whole community. They set before every man an ideal
of 1dleness as the goal to which all his labour should tend ; so that for
the hand workers and commercial class being a gentleman means that,
being rich, one has nothing to do, and to many of them the object of
working is to attain such gentility as fate will allow.

For the taskmaster as for the slave there is but little joy in labour,
and our social conditions make most men and women one or the other.
Little cause have we for surprise that idleness is no uncommon vice
amongst all classes and that but too many men are ready to cast their
burden of toil upon the shoulders of others.

But now let us contrast this distaste for work, this tendency to shirk
it which 1s the direct outcome of present social conditions, with the
mighty volume of active energy, which, in spite of these adverse condi-
tions, actually animates society from day to day.

This display of spontaneous energy in useful work is such a common
factor of ordinary life that it posses unnoticed, until something rouses
us to reflect that our whole social progress depends on it and that if it
ceased for one single day society would come to a stand-still, even though
all slavish labour went on as before. I do not dwell here upon the end-
less voluntary associations for every imaginable object, public or private,
from the reform of society or the protection of vested interests to the

-exercise of the muscles or the amusement of leisure moments. Of course
these involve a very large amount of unpaid and avoidable exertion ; but
the energy summed up in them is but as a drop in the bucket compared
with the free, spontaneous effort ceaselessly expended in the common
daily work of life; effort which can never he measured, never be paid

for, and for which we can find no definite, determining necessity, unless
we look for it in the inmost nature of man himself.

One ‘begins to realise this if one tries to imagine the results to any
sort of work if the spontaneous human element were entirely excluded.
The capitalist machine industry has done its best iu this direction, and
in proportion as it has succeeded, the produce has grown not only mean
and base but useless and hurtful. In proportion as the human worker
has become a mere steam-engine with wages for coal, the fruit of his
labour has degenerated into shoddy, losing not only the higher utility
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the beauty that satisfies the mind, but the most elementary fitness to
supply primary needs. Our tin teapots for instance, not only degrade

~our imagination and deform our sense of proportion by their hideous-

ness, but they melt on the hob, they leak when boiling water is poured
into them, and they poison us with the leaden * tea tasters ™ in the spout ;
our cheap cottons are not only frightful in their stiffness and mean in
their flimsiness, but they neither wash nor wear; and so on.

It is only amongst the weakest and most stunted victims of indus-
trinlism that we see what sort of thing human labour is when the spon-
taneous element is utterly crushed out of it. Even amidst the most
degraded and hopeless routine work, spontaneous energy is often only
diverted from ingenuity to speed, and concentrated upon producing the
greatest quantity possible, regardless of quality. In many a hard-driven
workman the impulse to produce is so strong, that if he can do nothing
else, he will find satisfaction in putting, e.g., as many poisonous lumps
of lead as possible into the spouts of teapots and joy in beating the
record, even though the increased pay be infinitesimally small and he
knows that he is merely raising the intensity of labour that will eventu-
ally be exacted from him by the capitalists. It is this impulse to put
one’s best self into what one is doing quite as much as the desire to:
earn, which is so vilely exploited by employers in all piece work.

The same spontaneous impulse manifesfs itself in the perpetual im-
provements and inventions made by workmen. These ceaseless minor
inventions are one of the great main springs of economic progress. The
workers personally gain nothing by their ingenuity but loss or uucer-
tainty of employment, yet they are always improving and inventing.

In every condition of life people are constantly exerting themselves
more than they are compelled to by any external necessity ; from the
artist like Watts, who pours his whole soul into pictures the public will
neither buy nor appreciate, to the dustman who carefully fills the cor-
ners of his cart and pats down the edges of his load, though the Vestry
will never pay him one penny the more for it. In fact are we not all
ourselves conscious, when we come to think of it, that we continually do
things for the mere pleasure of doing them or of attaining some end
that cannot be measured in hard cash ; and also that in work which 1s
paid we perpetually exert ourselves far more than we are absolutely
obliged to do to earn our money. .

In healthy children the impulse to make something is one of their
earliest and most vigorous developments. If they cannot do anything
else, they will make mud pies. But most children are far the most
eager to do something real,” by which they mean socially useful.
They eagerly aspire to the dignity of taking active part i the occupa-
tions of grown up people ; but till the idea 1s put into their heads, even
the children of this commercial age are not so corrupted by heredity as
to think of payment. They obey their own spontaneous impulse to.
exert themselves to some purpose, just for the pleasure of it.

Physiologists explain to us how this comes about. How exertion of
brain and nerves and muscles in work is an exercise of funetions and
faculties which nature has formed to be exercised, so that there 1s just
as much animal pleasure in working when one is well and strong, as in
eating when one is hungry. Starvation of the impulse to work is a
physical misery, just like starvation of the impulse to eat. We say 1m-
pulse to work, rather than merely to exert one's self, because useless or
purposeless exertion does not satisfy the mind, and the same may be
said of work which is not, at least indirectly, social in character.

If this seems somewhat doubtful to any overworked reader, let him
remember the misery of prisoners in solitary confinement. When the
nervous exhaustion following the excitement of the trial has passed
away, the prisoner’s strongest desire is to be allowed some occupation ;
any work however disagreeable, so that he may escape from the mad-
dening irritation of enforced idleness. And if the deprivation is long
continued, the strongest man will sink into a semi-idiotic condition of
bodily and mental apathy, just as one of our arms will first be cramped
and then become feeble and nerveless if it be tied up and not exercised.

Another consideration suggests the existence of a spontaneous impulse
amongst men to produce, to create. It is the enormous wealth which
the human race has acquired beyond what is necessary for bare sub-
sistence. ' Think, for example, of the means of communication, from
language to railways and steam-boats, and try to realise the volume of
creative energy they imply, not in a few individuals, but in the millions
whose labours of mind and body have formed them during long ages.
If men had contented themselves with merely providing for their bare
necessities, none of the arts of life would have grown and developed, and
we should still be existing like our ancestors, the cave men. But no,
the cave men have left behind them evidences of their human creative
genius. We find their stone and bone knives and hatchets, not only
sharpened, but shaped and ornamented, and since their day we have
gone on shaping and ornamenting, and thinking and creating, until we
have occumulated the vast stores of knowledge and of material wealth
amidst which we live to-day. Where was the compulsion to do all this,
but in our own nature?

There is little room to doubt, when one thinks seriously about the
matter, that the expenditure of energy in creation, in productive work,
is a natural human impulse, common to all normally developed indivi-
duals, and idleness a disease developed and fostered by unhealthy condi-
tions. Therefore the question of supreme importance in social organisa-
tion is—not how can men be induced to work, but how can their spon-
taneous desire to work be allowed the freest scope and guided into the
most useful directions.

FreepoM can be obtained in London from W. Reeves, 185 Fleet Street; the
Freethought Publishing Company, 63 Fleet Street ; the Socialist League
Office, 18 Farringdon Road, E.C.; or ordered through a newsagent.
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