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I .— T H E  R E V O L T  O F  H U M A N I T A R I A N  S E N T I M E N T

A BR O AD , general view of modem industrialism seems 
'*** indicative of distinct moral advance. Industry— which 
requires large numbers of men to work in close co-operation 
upon the same materials, with instruments which they utilise 
in common, for the production of commodities in which they 
all have a common interest— and Commerce— which unites 
by ever closer bonds groups of such workers, over the con
stantly-widening area of a world market— are laying a firm 
basis of solidarity of interests, upon which may be built a true 
temple of humanity. The industrial world thus regarded is a 
vast mutual benefit society, a continual education in the paths 
of peace and of practical brotherhood. When each individual 
worker, be he farmer, weaver, mason, or engineer, comes to 
understand that the value of every bit of work he does is 
dependent on the well-being and efficiency of innumerable 
workers in other trades and other lands, he comes to feel a 
keener and a more real sympathy with these others. A  
century ago it was a matter of supreme indifference to 
Hindoos whether drought spoiled the crops and brought 
famine to Egypt or to Argentina. Now, the intelligent 
Hindoo knows that, for good or for evil, his destiny is closely 
linked with that o f all the other nations which contribute to 
the wheat market of the world. The eulogists of laissez fa ire  
and the free trade economy have doubtless been too indis
criminate in their exposition of this unseen harmony of 
interests. But making due allowance for this, the economic
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changes summed up in the Industrial Revolution must be 
accounted great liberating forces. The competitive ideal, 
that every man should have his chance to do the best work 
for himself and for the world, was not indeed attained, but 
some definite steps were taken towards it, by the breaking 
down of ancient obstructive barriers. In spite of all the 
misery and degradation which accompanied, and in part 
resulted from, the earlier phases of the change, modern in
dustrialism may be accredited with a real increase in the 
sense aggregate of individual freedom, not merely in the 
negative of abolition of restraints, but in the positive sense 

„ of an increase of opportunities for the attainment of a good 
human life.

What, then, it must be asked, are the causes of that great 
and spreading discontent which the “  business life ” arouses in 
all sensitive moral minds? Larger and larger numbers of 

y those who bring moral reflection to bear upon the conditions 
of the special trade or profession which they follow, or who 
attempt to reconcile the wider operations of the commercial 
world with their finer spiritual aspirations, are driven to deep 
dissatisfaction, or even to despair.

It becomes evident that if the impulses towards a higher 
. moral life are at all reliable, radical defects underlie the struc

ture of the modem business life. It is not, indeed, unnatural 
that this should be so. The swift changes of the outward life of 
industrial nations wrought by the new economic forces must 
inevitably be attended by serious breaks in the fibres of 
attachment which connect the outer and the inner, the 
economic and the spiritual life of individuals and societies, 
and until new series of attachments have grown up grave 
maladjustments must continue to exist.

The nature of these maladjustments, and of the moral 
reforms required to heal them, is best understood by reference 
to two chief factors, the one material, the other spiritual, in the 

• Industrial Revolution. The chief material agency and instru
ment of change has been machinery. Machinery has become 
the autocrat of modem industry, not only determining what 
work shall be done, how it shall be done, and who shall do 
it, but fixing the conditions of life for the workers, making
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modern towns, and stamping the conditions of machine-made 
towns upon the character of the nation.

Now, certain essentially dehumanising influences emanate * 
from the reign of machinery. The essence of machine-work 
is perfection of routine, exact and continual repetition; the 
unchecked power of machinery reduces all human work to 
a similar monotony of action, eliminating every element of 
human interest, spontaneity, and pleasure. Wherever it has 
complete sway, it tends to mechanise the worker, and to un
dermine his “  manhood ” ; tireless itself, it pays no regard to 
the capacity of human endurance, speeding the pace, and 
lengthening labour-time without limit. Demanding for its most 
profitable working the close co-operation of large numbers, it 
obliges increased numbers of human beings to herd together 
in congested, unsanitary, ugly, and joyless towns. It knows 
neither sex nor age, but in its economic working imposes 
a disproportionate share of toil upon women and children, the 
weaker members of society. Left free to work its will, 
machinery, in the early decades of this century, was well 
on the way to achieve the physical and moral ruin of the 
nation. Successive layers of protective legislation have sufficed 
to ward off the worst and most immediate perils, but much 
yet remains to be done by those who recognise the evils 
which still proceed from an industrial economy designed for 
the service of society, but over which society has hitherto 
established no effective or adequate control.

Certain grave dangers arising from this new order of in
dustrialism make distinct and powerful appeal to moral 
sentiments. The first protests were entirely and narrowly 
humanitarian. Pity and fairplay are the notes of the earliest 
criticism, feelings aroused by concrete misery and palpable 
oppression. These feelings were of the most rudimentary 
moral order, instinctive in origin, impulsive in operation; 
they demanded a purely charitable treatment of the social 
maladies of diseased industrialism. Neither in the current 
literature, nor in the political and practical philanthropy of 
this period, are there any signs of an understanding of the 
momentous issues that were gathering in the world of industry, 
or of their broader moral implications.
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Fiction, in spite of its name, may be taken as the most 
truthful test of the tone and temper of the educated classes. 
Yet, what do we find in the novels of the early decades of our 
century? Though this was the period of deepest degradation 
and misery into which our nation had ever sunk, with the excep
tion of Disraeli in “  Sybil,” no great novelist, before Kingsley, 

'  in any single novel shows any broad and sympathetic apprecia
tion of “  the condition of the people ” in relation to its economic 
causes. Not that the novel was blind to the dramatic and 
emotional value of particular issues and episodes of the in
dustrial and social anarchy which prevailed. C. Bronte in 
“  Shirley,” Mrs Gaskell in “  Mary Barton ” and “  North and 

'  South,” and various other writers found rich material in strikes 
and Luddite movements, rick burnings, and the impotent 
revolts of ignorant groups of labourers against the starved 
and precarious situation of their lives. But while such 
writers exhibit keen sympathy with individual cases of suffer
ing, there is an utter absence of all feeling that anything is 
wrong with the general working of the industrial system ; the 
virtual serfdom of the working-classes is treated as an accepted 
principle of social life; the notion of an economic revolt, 
based upon claims for social justice and a better life, is scouted 
as foolish and reprehensible. Dickens alone, with his wide 
personal experience, and his genius for sympathy, caught the 
laiger meaning of the humanitarian revolt H e saw and 

/ stamped the ineffaceable lineaments of aGradgrind,a Bounderby, 
a Dombey, the degradation of John Bull from a generous, if 
somewhat high-handed farmer, into a cold-blooded, calculating, 
tyrannical, money-grabbing manufacturer and merchant ; he 
showed the business world as he saw it, hard, mechanical, 
all-absorbing, demoralising alike by failure or by success. 
The power of the moral-force Chartists, the thunder of 
Carlyle’s denunciations, the eloquent and passionate pleadings 
of Kingsley, Maurice, and their Christian Socialists, marked 
a growing force and definiteness in this humanitarian revolt 
From mere detached, instinctive feelings of pity and sympathy 
with the sufferings of oppressed persons, thus began to arise 
a gathering sense of moral defects inherent in our industrial 
institutions. Education and a perception of the wide pre-
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THE. ETHICS OF INDUSTRIALISM 85
valence of common forms of poverty and misery were develop
ing broader lines of criticism ; the glaring discrepancies between 
the professed morality of Sunday and the practical morality of - 
week-days was beginning to disturb the conscience of some 
sensitive people; social questions, relating to factories and mines, 
the poor law, sanitation of cities, rights of combination, and the 
like, began to attract philanthropists and political reformers.

All these movements were distinctively sentimental in their m  
origin, and directly limited and concrete in the reforms t h e y  
sought to bring about. I do not say this in disparagement 
On the contrary, modem history shows that these appeals to 
prime simple feelings of pity and charity have proved by far * 
the most efficacious motives of practical redress of grievances.
A  vast reticulation of laws and ordinances attest their growing 
recognition of the “  inhumanity ” of modem business. The 
chief direct agency in most of these reforms was philanthropic, * 
middle-class agitation. Until recent times the prostrate con
dition of the mass of workers disabled them from clear com-  ̂
prehension of the nature of their economic maladies, while 
ignorance and political impotence disabled them from seeking 
effective redress. The modem increased sensitiveness to pain 
in the psychically-refined classes has been the chief motive of - 
reform. It is true that this sensibility, and the sympathy it 
brings, have not acted alone. Fear has reinforced pity. Our Poor , 
Law, our Public Health Acts, and not a little of our industrial 
legislation, are due not wholly to consideration for the poor, 
but also to a desire to screen the well-to-do from assaults which 
dirt, disease, and beggary inflict upon their persons, purses, 
health, and eyesight The whole tenor of our factory legisla
tion shows this co-operation of selfish and unselfish forces. 
The first Act of the series, the Health and Morals Act of 1802, 1
was prompted by dread of the ravages of epidemics proceeding I 
from foul factories, as much as by regard for the piteous con- / 
dition of parish apprentices. So with every subsequent ex
pansion; working-class demands, loudly and often fiercely 
voiced, have commonly been needed to bring humanity “ to 
the scratch.” None the less, this legislation must be regarded 
primarily as a progress along a line of least resistance before 
the pressure of humanitarian sentiment. Beginning with the



feeblest and most oppressed class— parish apprentices in cot
ton mills— a slow but steady extension of protective measures 
to other industries follows ; first other children are taken in, 
then the age is raised, young persons are included, then 
women, and finally, for some purposes, men ; from cotton 
mills it proceeds to other textile factories, and ramifies in 
mines, ironworks, brickfields, and other occupations where 
the presence of powerful needs is manifested. Beginning 
with narrowly conceived and ill-administered restrictions upon 
hours of labour and dangers of machinery, the scope and 
efficiency of administration have advanced step by step, until 
they embrace a thousand details of as many separate trades 
and processes. The story of our Factory Laws is thus an 

v admirable lesson in the psychology of the British mind, and in 
the paths of social progress which it takes.
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I I .— T H E  A P P E A L  T O  I N D I V I D U A L  G O O D W IL L

Though modem industry has brought larger numbers of 
persons into business relations with one another, by large 
increases of the size of businesses and of the areas of markets, 
it has not grounded these relations in personal good feel
ings. Carlyle rightly marked the true nature of modern 

(business life when he described these relations as “ a cash 
' I nexus.” The closer personal relations of the older industry, 

'involving a large measure of mutual understanding and 
(sympathy between master and servant, employer and em
ployed, fellow-employers and fellow-workers, have in large 
measure disappeared. The very size of modem businesses, 
the entire severance of functions between masters and men, 
the limitations of the power of managers, who are less and 
less the owners of the business they conduct, weaken the old 
sense of responsibility on the part of the employer; while 
increasing division of labour and mechanisation of processes, 

V  lessening the vital interest of the worker in his work, tends 
to concentrate it more and more upon his pay. Mobility of 
labour, alike in the employing and in the employed classes, 
destroys the ties of locality which once gave stability to 
industry and brought all the forces of public opinion to bear



upon i t  The growing detachment of the people from work 
and life upon the soil, or under stable conditions of fresh 
air and elbow-room, inflicts a fatal injury upon home life, 
the nursery of all the personal and civic virtues.

These salient facts, while they generate evils which appeal 
to humanitarian sentiments, go far to render such sentiments 
inoperative for practical reform. Noblesse oblige had consider
able efficacy where some strong personal nexus, however degrad
ing in character, still subsisted between patron and client, master 
and dependant ; and where it still survives this efficacy remains. 
But under distinctively modem conditions the noblesse cannot 
realise its obligations by free operation of personal kindliness ; 
its pity is futile, its charity hurts. It cannot, for some brief 
sentimental purpose, re-establish the personal nexus which all 
industrial conditions combine to destroy. Tolstoy, in one of 
his most convincing chapters, has shown the impotence for 
good of the charitable gentleman who, even with the kindest' 
intentions and the most approved methods, steps from his 
mansion to help the poor in the city slum. A  wider and 
more penetrating insight condemns the sentiments of pity and 
charity as feeble palliatives.

So far as “  charity,” in the narrower sense, is concerned, 
this is admitted by many educated persons. But what are 
substantially the same remedies are still relied upon by these 
same persons for the healing of social and industrial wounds. 
You may no longer relieve poverty by doles, but you may 
incite employers to philanthropic treatment of their workers, 
and stimulate consumers to philanthropic methods of putting 
down “ sweating.” It is probable that most of the practical 
support given by middle-class and upper-class people in recent 
years to strikes of dockers, miners, quarrymen, etc., is 
prompted, not by any clear appreciation of the issues between 
capital and labour, or even by any grasp of a doctrine of a 
minimum wage, but simply by a feeling that people who do 
hard or dangerous work ought to have comfortable homes 
and plenty to eat for themselves and their families. Similarly, 
the popular conviction that a firm earning high profits, like 
the Aerated Bread Company, ought to pay decent wages to its 
employees, implies no theory of monopolies, nor any general
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principle of equitable distribution of profits, but merely arises 
from personal sympathy with the black-dressed, white-aproned 
waitresses. The blaze of sympathy lately evoked by revela
tions of shop-life, the horrors of phossy-jaw and lead-poison
ing, the fierce indignation against the East London Water 
Company, are illustrations of the vigour of the simple humani
tarian forces. They also illustrate the final inefficacy of these 
forces, when unguided by larger principles of social justice. 
The typical remedies of humanitarian charity are palliatives, 
and even as palliatives are commonly futile. The philan
thropic “  cure ” for sweating through “  Consumers’ Leagues,” 
exercising a power of boycott and selection, is the classical 
instance of such failure. Consumers pay low prices for many 
“ sweated” articles, partly because they are poor and must, 
partly because of their inability to penetrate the intricate 
recesses of industry through which the goods have passed, so 
as to assure themselves that they are produced under “  fair ” 
conditions. An amateur purchaser, dealing with a professional 
merchant or manufacturer, is virtually at the mercy of the 
latter, so far as concerns the treatment of the workers. Even 
if he organises, and endeavours through detective agents to 
protect himself against the dangers of buying “ sweated” 
goods, it will not be possible for his agent to trace back 
beyond the most recent industrial stages the long and 
complicated history of most manufactured or imported goods. 
Virtually the scheme is one of futile heroism, an attempt at 
social progress along a line of greatest resistance.

Equally ineffective in the long run are those appeals to the 
generosity and chivalry of “ captains of industry,” to which 
Carlyle and Ruskin made appeal, and to which Christian 
Socialists, Positivists, and not a few moral reformers of in
dustry still pin their faith. The notion that individual goodwill 
of employers can gradually effect a radical redress of working- 
class grievances and weaknesses sounds plausible while it remains 
“  in the air ” ; pin it to the ground, and regard it in the light 
of actual economic conditions, and the forces of “  individual 
goodwill” will be found inoperative by such methods. The 
obstacles are partly economic, partly psychological. Take first. 
the economic obstacles. Over large areas of industry cut-throat

88 E T H IC A L  D E M O C R A C Y



THE ETHICS OF INDUSTRIALISM 89
competition constantly prevails. Where this is the case, the

\ A ) Z

single employer or the single firm, however humane or generous 
its impulses might be, would be powerless to indulge them in 
ways which increased their business expenditure. The good 
employer in these circumstances may always do something, but 
he cannot do much, to improve the economic conditions of his 
employees. The prices at which he must sell his goods are 
determined by the keen competition of the market, and are 
such as to keep down profits towards a minimum : since the 
employer must live and pay interest upon his borrowed capital, J* 
if he is to continue in the trade, he cannot, by raising wages, ̂  N i  
reducing hours, or by other “ generous” policy, increase his 0 
expenses of production. If, as is sometimes maintained, high 
wages and short hours are good “  economy,” yielding increased 
efficiency of labour, all intelligent employers, acting in their 
own self-interest, will adopt it, and no motive of a moral nature 
is required. But if reliance is really to be placed upon good
will and the moral appeal, it must be plainly understood that 
competitive business renders such appeal inoperative.

Where a business, possessing some special advantage in 
economies of production, some monopoly of market, some legal 
protection, or support, is screened from “ free competition,” 
and is able to earn high rates of profit, a generous policy is 
economically possible. A  large number of businesses are in 
such a case :. municipal services, banking, brewing, mining, 
manufactures of patent articles, railways, distributive businesses 
afford many instances. But is it possible, even in such cases, 
to trust to the efficacy of a moral appeal ?

In the typical big business of to-day, the employer is him selfp^ 
a paid servant of a body of shareholders, and has neither the 
right nor the power to incur expenses on any score of generosity.
To get generous treatment out of a majority of shareholders 
means asking them to take a lower dividend for the benefit of 
employees whom they have never seen, and to whom they 
profess no special obligations. Moreover, it must be remem
bered that, however high the rate of interest may be upon 
the capital originally subscribed, the majority of existing share
holders have probably discounted these high profits in the price 
they have paid for their shares, and are not getting more than



what they regard as a minimum return upon their investment 
To get generous treatment of employees out of a body of 
shareholders is seldom found practicable.

The “  psychological ” barrier to such a policy is hardly less 
formidable. Close students of industry will recognise that in 
order to acquire and maintain such a position in business as 
yields a large and secured income, a long and toilsome struggle 
is generally necessary, involving harsh, aggressive, and often 
unscrupulous practices towards trade competitors, employees, 
or the consuming public. The very conditions of attaining 
success in such a struggle are such as tend to crush the powers 
of sympathy, and to harden the emotional nature. Wealth 
which comes easily, whether by inheritance or by some swift 
stroke of luck or cunning, is scarcely less demoralising in its 
effect upon the emotions. In fact, most methods by which 
great wealth is won, involve natural psychical reactions which 
disincline and disable the possessor from making a wise and 
generous use of i t  This is the real and conclusive refutation 
of the theory of benevolent autocracy— viz. that great wealth 
won by luck, gift, competition, or monopoly, cannot be rationally 
administered for the good of others.
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I I I .— T H E  D E M A N D S  O F  J U S T I C E

A  deeper understanding of economic disorder and of the 
true needs of reform demands that the instinctive feelings 
of pity and fairness shall be quickened by an intelligent 
demand for social justice. The philanthropist must yield 
place to the ^ocial therapeutist and the statesman, if substantial 
progress towards an ethical democracy is to become possible. 
This need is not yet generally recognised. Most people still 
believe that, though modem industrial conditions press hardly 
and cruelly upon some individuals, and even on whole classes, 
upon the whole the distribution of work and wealth conforms 
substantially to the demands of justice. Luck, fraud, force, 
and ignorance indeed are recognised everywhere to temper 
the perfection of the working of our industrial system; but, 
after all, these are held to be exceptional cases, calling for



exceptional treatment. A  superficial survey of modem history 
seems to bear out this view. Industrialism, based upon 
the voluntary co-operation of individuals working for their 
mutual benefit, has replaced militarism. The pure theory 
of laissez fa ire  seems just and reasonable, granted equal access 
to nature, equal opportunities to all to know what work 
each can best do, and to do it, and to freely dispose of the 
results. Such “ simple system of natural liberty” would 
establish a true co-operation of the members of an industrial 
society, prompted indeed each by his own self-interest, but 
working towards a common rational end.

From the moral standpoint such a system would doubtless 
be radically defective, in that no conscious desire for the 
welfare of others would be a motive; but the result would, 
at any rate, satisfy a general sense of distributive justice* 
But, in point of fact, no such system of industry exists, or 
has existed. The slightest probing beneath the smooth 
skin of these laissez fa ire  platitudes shows the normal workings 
of industrialism riddled with plain and palpable injustice. 
Inequality of access to nature was early acknowledged as 
a defect in the just working of competitive industry, though 
few of those who so acknowledged it have proposed any 
adequate remedy. Other sources of income besides rent 
have also been made objects of general and forcible attack. 
Interest for loans of money, which, under the name of 
investments, play an ever-growing part in modem industry, 
has always been assailed, and many who admit the legitimacy 
of interest p er se, condemn large departments of money- 
lending as a “ grinding the faces of the poor.” The brunt 
of the attack of modem Socialism is directed against the 
intrinsic injustice of the wage system, whereby employers 
are alleged to be able to buy labour below its proper price, 
while many who are not professed “ Socialists ” regard the wide 
prevalence of “ sweating” as evidence of a power which 
employers, as a body, wield to keep down wages.

These attacks upon specific parts of the industrial system 
are often successfully rebutted by imputing inconsistency and 
partiality to the indictments. The landowner shows that land 
is not distinguishable, as an economic factor, from capital ; the
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capitalist screens himself by the undoubted “  abstinence ” prac
tised by some owners of capital and by the competition which 
keeps down to a minimum his “  wage of abstinence ” ; while 
the employer shows that in paying market rates of wages, he does 
nothing but what everyone else does when he buys anything.

The general effect of such controversies is to whitewash 
each particular economic class or factor at the expense of the 
economic system as a whole. While the great majority, even 
of educated people, doubtless remains untouched by any 
definite feeling of injustice, a growing sense of dissatisfaction 
with the industrial system as a whole is gaining ground among 
the thinking classes. The crude humanitarianism of pity is 
yielding place to a more rational humanitarianism, which finds 
the very processes of bargain and of competition, which are 
the life of modem industry, morally defective.

Now, scientific scrutiny into industrial processes confirms 
these suspicions, and unearths two profound and fundamental 
moral flaws penetrating, not this or that kind of dealing, but 
business as a whole. I do not wish to overstate the charge, 
as it is sometimes overstated. The business life is neither 
absorbed nor chiefly occupied with defective processes of 
competition or of bargain. The major part of its energy is 
innocently and even beneficially directed to the detailed 
application of industrial forces, to the formation or laborious 
execution of plans and processes which exercise qualities of 
ingenuity, courage, perseverance and forethought, self-restraint, 
and harmonious co-operation. It is the critical and deter
minant acts of the business life which embody immorality 
and degrade the character. Selfishness is inherent in competi
tion ; force is inherent in bargaining. This is not always 
admitted, but it is true. Some seek to distinguish the 
competition which evokes a desire to excel in work from that 
which evokes a desire to defeat others. But the distinction is 
sophistical. T o  do good work from love of work or from any 
worthy motive is not to compete; outside the “ fine arts” 
the “  generous rivalry ” which finds its chief reward in doing 
the best work and not in winning the prize, is virtually non
existent. Industrial competition practically means buying 
and selling by processes which evoke a direct and conscious
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antagonism of interest between the competitors. Even if 
the business man does not always know who his competitors 
are, none the less his whole conduct in “ competition” is 
based on the supposition that they exist, and is directed 
towards getting the better of them. This is the moral tap
root Trade competition directly, forcibly and continually 
fosters those very qualities of self-assertion at the expense ofj 
others which moralists find it most difficult and most necessary! 

to eradicate.
Turn now to bargaining, wrongly confused with competi

tion. Competition is by no means essential to bargaining. 
The hardest bargains are those which exclude competition. 
The typical instance of the naked bargain is that between the 
baker and the starving man. The superior force of the stronger 
here determines the bargain. This furnishes an extreme in
stance of injustice. But let competition enter in the shape of 
a second baker who is trying to oust the first baker from his 
trade, and our starving friend may get his loaf even below 
“ cost” price”— t\e. upon such terms as give him the “ better” 
of the bargain. The point I wish to enforce is, not the extent 
of the power vested in a stronger bargainer, but the fact that 
there always is “ a better of the bargain” which one side 
always gets. Put as many competitors as you like on one 
side and the other, make the market as large and as free as 
possible, you will never get a bargain or a set of bargains, 
which tends to distribute the gain equitably. You may get a 
common price which all sellers take and all buyers pay, but 
if underneath this price you seek the real gain, you will find 
that for each buyer and each seller it is different, according as 
the needs and the resources of each differs from that of the 
others. Nor is this all. You will find that competition of 
buyers and sellers, the “  higgling of the market,” never really 1 
settles a price, but only reaches certain limits within which a 
price is fixed, and that what finally fixes the price is the force j 
or cunning of a single bargainer. There is always a residuum 
of sheer force which survives the competitive process, and 
which weights the scales giving an unequal gain to the two 
sides. It is not a rhetorical exaggeration, but a definitely 
ascertainable scientific fact, that force is a determinant in
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every one of those innumerable acts of bargain or exchange 
by which the distribution of wealth is achieved.

Genuine economic reform of business life will never be 
possible until the public intelligence has grasped this central 
fact, that competition and bargain are essentially unfair, and 
therefore are socially injurious modes of determining the prices 
of all things that are sold. There exists no security for equality 
of gain in any bargain. The common talk of “ a fair wage,” 
“ a fair rent,” or “ a fair price,” has no validity whatever 
under present circumstances: these are mere loose phrases 
to describe cases, where one party has not the other party 
entirely at his mercy. Accepted industrial methods contain no 
provision for reaching such “ fair” price.

Regarded, therefore, from an ethical standpoint, industrialism 
does not differ essentially from militarism : it is still the game 
of war played upon a different plane, with different and more 
complicated rules, and qualified, as the cruder game is also 
qualified, by custom, humanity, and positive legislation.

94 ETHICAL DEMOCRACY

I V .— U N R E A S O N  IN  T H E  B U S IN E S S  W O R L D

Modem ethics finds the culminating defect of business in 
the quality of irrationality. Distributive justice appeals not 
only to good feeling, but also to reason. When a man gets 
wealth by some lucky turn of the wheel of fortune, or by 
some sudden coupy some brave display of advertisement, or 
even by gift or inheritance, our reason is not satisfied, we 
are affected by a sense of insufficient causation. Similarly, 
when a hard-working man is unable to earn enough to keep 
his family in decency, to provide against old age or other 
contingencies, we feel that the economic system is out of 
joint and operates irrationally.

The “  miraculous ” attainment of property by chance, fraud, 
beggary, gift, or by any other mode than that of a personal 
quid pro  quo in labour, is irrational, and a business world 
in which this commonly happens is an irrationally-ordered 
world and demoralises and degrades the reason of those 
who are absorbed in i t



This irrationality stands out in a score of different ways. 
Common experience attests the irrationality of price and price- • 
change. No fixed reliable proportion exists between what one 
gets and what one gives ; a man who works finds that one day 
his labour is worth so much, the next day so much more or 
less, without understanding “ why,” or without recognising 
the sufficiency of the “ w hy” which is given him. In most 
cases the “  cause ” of a price-change is no adequate “  reason,” 
and even where such reason exists, it is inevitably hidden 
from most men, and the feeling of irrationality dominates 
their mind. Economists claim that every rise and fall of 
particular stocks not only has some direct cause in the 
pressure of supply and demand, but that it serves a social 
purpose in directing the useful flow of capital But while the 
theory is correct, it is wofully impaired by practice, where • 
bulling and bearing, rings and comers, manipulation and 
gambling of every kind, defeat the reasonable uses of a 
“ money market,” and make chance and fraud habitual and 
often dominating factors.

Again, the prevailing characteristic of all modem industrial 
and commercial life is insecurity, uncertainty about the v 
future. Under some circumstances this quality does not 
degrade. Where, by reasonable care and forethought, such 
insecurity can be overcome, it may stimulate and educate * 
provident contrivances, brace the character and widen the 
intellectual and moral outlook. But where no reasonable 
exercise of mental and moral power can win security, the 
result is to demoralise the character either by an appeal 
to reckless improvidence, or by the feeling of harassing 
and impotent anxiety which it generates.

This impotent anxiety and reckless speculation, caused 
by increasing inability to make safe forecasts, not merely 
derationalises “ business men,” but contaminates the mind 
of the general public by the methods of business it induces.

£ Modem advertising is a liberal education in “ unreason.”  ̂
The fact, that profitable businesses can be built up entirely \ 
by hypnotic suggestions brought to beàr upon the public ' 
mind by constant reiteration of self-recommendatory phrases,

’ is perhaps the strangest commentary extant upon the popular
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notion that “ man is a rational animal.” While the object 
of this advertising, and its kindred arts of push and display, 
is to achieve the unsocial end of diverting business from 
one channel into another, its effect is to bewilder and 
confuse the public mind by a medley of mostly false and 
mutually destructive information. The closely-related arts 
of adulteration and concealment, under the pressure of the 
same forces, have invaded nearly every department of trade 
and inflict upon the public the derationalising and humiliating 
process of being made the constant victim of a lie.

I have confined myself in this matter chiefly to the case 
of business men and the public in their capacity of con
sumers. But many of the evils named, and others too, 
weigh even more heavily upon the wage-earning classes. 
Those who sometimes express surprise that education does 
not do more to cultivate and rationalise “ the masses,” fail 
to realise the forces which fight against enlightenment. The 
insecurity of work and livelihood to which most workers are 
subjected is a heavy premium upon improvidence and 
mental apathy, for, by no taking thought for the morrow 
that is within their power can adequate security be gained. 
The trade forces which determine large fluctuations of 
employment, and even the minor changes affecting the 
particular firms for which they work, not merely lie quite 
outside their control, but affect their lives as utterly incal
culable blows of fortune. The same holds of fluctuations 
in their wages, over which they really exercise little control, 
even when they are organised for this particular purpose. 
The same causes expressed in terms of work are constantly 

» followed by different results in wages, and a corresponding 
disorder and unreason is imposed upon the expenditure 
which goes to form the “ standard of living.” A  standard 
which shrinks and swells for no ascertainable cause is 
properly no “ standard,” but an illusive measure impressing 
shiftiness and disorder upon the life it is designed to support.

When to these chronic defects of labouring life we add 
an excessive and often a brutalising burden of physical toil, 
ever tending towards a narrower specialisation of the working 
energy upon a single mechanical or routine process, and
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falling, by a fatal accuracy of inhuman logic, with greater 
relative force upon the weaker women and children, whose 
labour can be got cheapest, we understand how inadequate 
are all directly educative forces to “  rationalise ” the lives 
of the workers. The “  self-education ” of working-class move
ments, trade union, co-operative, friendly society and the 
various religious, political, and recreative organisations has 
done something to counteract this “ irrationalism” of in-/ 
dustry; the public machinery of schools, museums, libraries/ 

etc., has done something. But when all is said and done, 
“ industry” vastly outweighs these other interests, and the 
mechanism of wages and of prices are the most potent and 
essential factors of working-class life. So long, therefor^ 
as these factors are impressed with their present character 
of inhumanity, injustice, and unreason, the modifying influi 

ences which self-help, philanthropy, and the state bring to 
bear upon the life of the people can lay no sufficient basis 
of moral satisfaction. George Meredith has summed up 
the great need of our age in a memorable saying, “ Unless 
the sense of justice be abroad like a common air, there’s 
no progress and no steady advance.”
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P a r t  I

An endeavour to outline, not the specific measures or methods 
of reform, but the general character of those economic changes 
involved in progress towards an ethical democracy, will rightly 
emphasise the psychical conditions which give motive and 
validity to these changes. Not the perfection of industry re
garded objectively as a part of the cosmos, but the perfection 
of human life and character is our standpoint In our broad 
survey, therefore, of the defects o f existing industry and of 
desirable reforms, we are primarily concerned with human 
motives and with those wider interests which are termed 
principles. This consideration suggests two fundamental tests 
of sound reform. First, individual character must be main-

G



tained and developed by every good economic reform. In 
order to this end every interference with or dictation to the 
individual regarding the use of land, capital, labour, or any 
other economic power, must justify itself by showing that by 

] interference with an abuse of power, it is increasing the aggre- 
I gate of human liberty. Not only must every such reform 
V increase the area of economic opportunity, so offering a 

stimulus to useful individual activity, but its character and 
method must convince the general intelligence that the reform 
is just in itself, and justly executed. No specious appeal to 
short-range utility and mere class interest can have any other 
than a degrading influence upon individual character. Ethical 

v democracy demands the subordination of class feelings and 
class movements to a broader conception of social progress. 
The gravest wrong and danger of advanced economic move- 

1 ments of to-day is the masquerading of class enmity under the 
' cloak of social justice. Much of the injustice which such men 
) and such societies denounce is real, many of the reforms which 

they demand are desirable, but the spirit which animates alike 
their denunciation and their demands is too often little better 

j than a composite of envy, hatred, malice, and all uncharitable- 
! ness. To exorcise these evil spirits and to evoke the passion 

for justice, is the most urgent need of our times. Until the 
1 saner, kindlier, broader feelings are evoked, no great measures 

of economic reform are practicable, for the dominion of these 
lower moral powers precludes the possibility of strenuous effec
tive democratic policy; if attained by some untoward com
bination of chance and force, the external gains would be 
outweighed by the bad moral reactions the victory would 

i bring. A  mere mechanical co-operation of trades or working- 
classes, each animated by a special interest of its own, cannot 

. succeed and ought not to succeed in effecting any substantial 
change of industrial conditions. Both concrete reforms, and 
methods of attaining them, must strengthen the moral char
acter of individuals, and must be direct feeders of a spirit of 
ethical democracy, which shall bind individuals and classes by 
a conscious bond of moral fellowship.

But granting right motives, what are the general lines of 
economic progress? In broadest terms, the answer will be
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this, “  T o  secure economic opportunities of good work and ! y 
good life for all.” From this large principle we can deduce 1 
a number of middle or more practical rules of reform. The /a 
first demand of ethical democracy is that all must work for j j  

their own maintenance and for the general good. There' 
must be no idle or “  unemployed ” class in society. The . 
existence of a class which either must or may be idle, or at / 

best may screen their idleness by a mere show of inefficient j 
and insufficient work, is a powerful agent of corruption in the < 
Social organism, draining the economic resources by its parasitic ; 
habits, and tainting the moral atmosphere by its disorderly life. 1.

Modem industrial civilisation has evolved two classes of \  
unemployed or insufficiently employed, related in economic ] 
origin and in moral nature. A  lower class of unemployed \ 
arises whose undoubted inefficiency appears partly the cause, '  
partly the result of an inability to get enough well-paid regular 
work to do. Analysis of the working of present industry, 
however, discloses the necessity of a large margin or surplus 
of unemployed, a fluctuating class which must be regarded 
as a direct social product The most pressing need of 
economic reform has reference to this class which, by the 
economic drain it exercises, and by the moral contamina
tion of its presence, grievously injures the feebler portions 
of the regular working-classes, crippling the pace of progress 
for the whole. Society which permits these persons to\ 
be bom, and theoretically guarantees their livelihood through ; 
the Poor Law, is bound alike by justice and by logic to <. 
guarantee to them the opportunity of working for a liveli
hood. Enlightened social policy requires that the State, as 
the only adequate instrument of society, shall secure to all 
not an empty liberty to labour, but a positive economic | 
opportunity of doing such work as may enable them to] 

contribute, as much as they can, to their keep and to the' 
social welfare. This may be and is achieved in two ways. 
First, by allowing free access to land and natural opportunities, » 
the right to make a livelihood by “ squatting.” Secondly, 
where no sufficient or suitable land is available, the State ' 
provides public workshops. The justice and fuller utility of 
this policy is not yet adequately seen, but most civilised
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ioo ETHICAL DEMOCRACY
States are feeling their way along this path of a public 
guarantee of work. Not only must work be provided for 
those who cannot get their proper share in the outside 
struggle, but this work must have due regard to skill and 
capacity, and must have no stigma of degradation attached 
to it. The detailed difficulties regarding pay, disposal of 
the products, etc., are doubtless serious, as also is the 
fact that when measured by the outside market such state- 
furnished labour cannot be expected to furnish in product 
the equivalent of its wages or keep. But these difficulties 
will be met and overcome by a society which realises its 
economic and its moral duties towards itself and its members.
» There also exists a class of upper “ unemployed,” an idle 
jclass living wholly or in part upon unearned elements of 

(income. The economic and moral corruption involved by 
this mode of living eats down through the different strata 
of professional and commercial life, as the related corruption 
of the lower unemployed eats upwards. The fact that they 
can be, and often are, idle, thinly veiling idleness by sport or 
some amateur or sinecure employment, is as bad for them 
as it is for society. Proper analysis of the correlation of 
economic forces indeed shows this power to live on “ un
earned income” to have the closest causal connection with 
the “ unemployment” of the poor: the two phenomena are 
the convex and the concave of the same social fact The plain 
duty of society towards this unoccupied class is to compel it 
to work by making a careful organised attack upon the 
economic sources of its unearned incomes. No sophistical 
juggles about rights of gift or inheritance, no abuses of the 
economic law of interest, must blind us to the duty imposed 
upon every member of society to do personal service to 
society, and the corresponding duty of society to insist that 
such individual services are actually rendered. This end can 
only be obtained by making it impossible for any man to 
live in any other way than by honest labour. Whatever 
rights over private property be conceded, such concessions 
must stop short of the opportunity to live an idle life. Even 
to be compelled to argue such a point proves how feebly 
social ethics are yet developed. No one can gain, every one
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must lose, both physically and morally, by the existence of 
economic conditions which enable a man capable of work to 
live in idleness.

But most unearned elements of income seem to escape this \ 
condemnation, because they form parts of the income of men 
who do work, and sometimes hard work. It is, however, also^ 
a sound moral precept that “ the labourer should be worthy 
of his hire,” that social justice involves the recognition of 
some right proportion between effort and reward. A  soundv 
conception of Ethical Democracy requires that the vague 
feeling of unfairness which causes a comparison of the wages 
of a manual labourer with the profits of a financial or manu
facturing millionaire, shall become a definite sense of injustice, 
informed by knowledge of the particular economic advantages 
or monopolies enjoyed by the millionaire, and that society 
shall undertake the difficult and complicated work of attacking 
all the roots of his monopoly.

P a r t  II

This establishment of distributive justice by removing theN 
roots of unearned incomes can only be attained, some hold, by 
a complete assumption of all control of industry by the State. 
But it is probable that a more discriminative policy would be 
found equally consonant with social justice and far more 
feasible. Those elements of unearned income derived from 
ownership of land and natural opportunities will yield to a 
growing demand for public ownership of and direct public 
control over land. Such measures of land reform have a 
supreme importance for the life and work of the public. 
More urgent even than the stoppage of the unjust flow of 
economic rent into private hands is the need of public 
control over land, in order to safeguard the material basis 
of family life, the Home, which everywhere is threatened by/ 
abuses of landownership conjoined with other subversive 
economic forces of modem industry.

The Housing Problem, alike in town and country, is fraught * 
with the most vital issues ; a cheap, sanitary, spacious, stable 
fabric of a home, in wholesome, agreeable, and stimulating



surroundings, is a prime necessary of wholesome family life. 
Such a home is impossible for the vast majority of the people 
under existing land tenure. No tinkering policy of palliatives 
will avail much. Until the body of citizens own their city, 
the body of villagers their village, no adequate security exists 
for effective administration in the interests of the people. The 
ethical importance of such reforms will appear supreme to all 
who recognise how fixed local associations and attachments 
form the vital condition of that sound family life and that 
sound neighbourhood which are alike the political and moral 
units of the larger social life.

There can be no genuine self-respect, no freedom, and no 
opportunity of steady, social growth when homes can be 
broken up and whole districts depopulated by the whim or 
the selfish interest of a private landowner.

Though the local needs of home life give the greatest 
urgency to land reform, the other public interests which war 
against private ownership of land are numerous. Air, water, 
sunshine, belong to him who owns the land, and a nation of 
town dwellers is either precluded from full enjoyment of these 
gifts of nature or is rack-rented for their use. Quick and facile 
movement from one place to another for persons and for goods 
is essential to modem life ; but on the basis of land monopoly 
are erected various monopolies of transport, which cripple the 
freedom and tax the resources of the people. The supreme 
importance which the soil of their country possesses for a 
nation as the source of its natural wealth, and in particular 
as the chief source of its food supply, requires every state to 
ensure that its soil is neither injured nor wasted by being 
put to vain or unprofitable uses, a duty the performance 
of which is inconsistent with private ownership. A  clear 
recognition of the importance of retaining a large agricultural 
class, living and working on the soil under conditions of 
health, hope, and freedom, as a physical and moral backbone 
of national character, imposes upon modem civilised States 
a special obligation to protect peasant life against the forces 
of decay which are everywhere visible, by securing for the 
workers in agriculture such freedom in the conduct of their 
business, and such security in the results of their labour, as
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are efficient stimuli to sound industry. In what bodies public 
ownership and control of the land should be vested, how 
such ownership should be acquired, how such control enforced, 
are matters of politics, but that private ownership of any lands 
is inconsistent with the principles of democracy in a thickly 
peopled State should be self-evident.

But if absolute private ownership of land is a danger to the 
commonwealth, similar dangers lurk in other forms of private 
ownership over the sources or means of production of the 
necessaries of life. Because all material wealth comes 
originally from the soil, it by no means follows that it can 
only fall under dangerous monopoly in its condition of raw 
material, or that industrial liberty and equality are secured 
by solution of “ the land question.” All over the industrial^ 
field, in the extractive industries, in manufacture, transport, 
wholesale and retail trade, we Ôpd the growth of monopolies 
of production or of market, sometimes with legal protection 
or support, sometimes the result of private combinations 
using their economic forces to crush free competition, and 
to secure autocratic powers over the supply of some necessary 
or convenience of life. It is from such sources, and b y/ 
such methods, that most unearned elements of incomes are * 
derived. The public safety of modem communities presses 
for careful but drastic measures to be taken against these 
anti-social forces. Two principal modes of social protection 
and redress suggest themselves, and are made bases of experi
ment These businesses may be left to private enterprise, 
and Society may seek to reclaim, by means of taxation of 
incomes or profits, the products of monopoly. How far this 
method of redress is feasible depends in large measure upon 
the ability of public officials to detect and frustrate the secret 
and complicated financial schemes by which able and often 
unscrupulous business men will seek to defend their fortunes 
of monopoly. It seems likely that public control, whether 
by taxation or by legislative restrictions, will prove ineffective 
in many cases, and that Society, by means of the State or * 
the municipality, will be more an d . more compelled to 
administer businesses which have left the state of competi
tion and have ripened into monopolies. Practical socialism^
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undertaken partly for the protection of the workers, but 
chiefly for the protection of the consumers, will probably 
comprise an ever-increasing number of what may be termed 
“ routine services”— i.e. industries of production or distribution 
which are engaged in catering for the ordinary everyday 
needs of citizens. Gas and water are doubtless forerunners 
of a long series of public industries, the pace of this 
“ Socialisation” being determined partly by the rate at 
which anti-social combinations are formed and effectively 
maintained, partly by the ability which public bodies 
manifest for the efficient commercial management of various 
lines of industry.

A  fuller recognition of the meaning of the corporate life of 
"  a society will oblige us to admit that this growing industrial 

life of the State is a necessary condition of its moral health. 
Just as it is essential to the progress of the moral life of the 
individual that he shall have some “  property,” some material 
embodiment of his individual activity which he may use for 
the realisation of his rational ends in life, so the moral life 
of the community requires public property and public industry 
for its self-realisation, and the fuller the life the larger the 
sphere of these external activities. 

s  The attainment of Ethical Democracy demands also vital 
changes in the conditions of labour and the reward of labour. 
Not merely is security of work required, but security of good 

^work. The prime demand of social morality is that everyone 
be treated as an end, no one merely as a means or instrument 
for the end of another, whether that other be an individual or 
Society itself. Now, one of the plainest and worst tendencies 
of modem industry has been, by excessive subdivision of 
labour, absorbing the entire energy of the worker, to degrade 
large numbers of the workers into mere machines, reducing 
to a minimum all the interesting and humanising influences 

\ of labour. There is no falser and more injurious cant than the 
I common talk about “  the dignity of labour.” Much labour, 

perhaps most labour under present conditions, is not dignified 
but degraded and degrading. It may be and is better for a 
man, and in that sense more dignified, that he should labour 
at some “ base mechanic” trade, as Mr Ruskin correctly
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phrases it, than that he should let his hands “  rust in ignoble 
ease” ; but to pretend that the work of a navvy, an iron \  
puddler, a com porter, or any machine tender, is dignified,\ 
in the sense in which the work of a cabinetmaker, a jeweller,j * 
a skilled stonemason, is dignified, is a brazen mendacity. A  *  
great deal of the work of the world which is both useful and 
necessary is not and cannot be made directly to contribute to 
what is rightly regarded as the dignity of manhood. Some 
moral good may doubtless accrue from recognition of the „ 
utility attaching to the labour that one does, and this respect 
for labour, and the consciousness of labour as a common bond 
of service among all members of society, should be a genuine 
source of moral strength to a democracy. But for all that, 
when we regard objectively the character of work, we must 
acknowledge a deep and vital difference between mechanical 
work and those arts by which the individual expresses his 
creative or constructive facilities through skilled workmanship.
This latter work alone can be regarded as dignified, and the 
demand of “ good work for a ll” requires that all shall have 
the opportunity of sharing in it. T o overthrow the reign of \ 
machinery and division of labour is neither feasible nor at all 1 
desirable ; but no man should be made the slave of the machine ] 
by having his whole working energies devoted to this service. 1 

Machinery is labour-saving, but the labour saved for one 
man should not be thrust upon another. The social economy i 
of machinery consists in continually reducing the proportion 
of working time and energy which needs to be devoted to \ 
bare mechanical labour, and sets free a larger proportion for j 

leisure and for finer sorts of work. T o  realise this social 
economy and embody it in a saner industrial order will be 
a chief task of democracy. The strenuous, broad-spread and 
growing pressure for a reduction in the hours of labour has 
its root motive not only in a legitimate demand for relief 
from the over-pressure of competitive industrialism and the 
attainment of more leisure for home life, but in the demands 
of the other faculties of manhood, stunted and atrophied 
by narrow mechanical specialism, which crave time and 
energy for their wholesome exercise. The “ eight hours 
day ” is not primarily a demand for leisure, or even for mere
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recreation, wholesome and necessary as both these are : it is 
a demand for the opportunity of self-expression, of a fuller, 

yinore rounded, and progressive personality. The full meaning 
of this is not consciously realised by the mass of toilers, nor 
will the wholesome fruits of increased leisure be at once 
attained: for some time the tares of vitiated, brutal habits 
may outgrow, and even choke, the slower-growing plants of 
wholesome tastes, but the latter are deep-rooted in the common 
needs of humanity, and will win their way. Not idleness, but 
other kinds of work, the interesting and enjoyable exercise of 
faculties thwarted by over-specialism will be the kindly fruit of 

S a  reduction of the hours of labour. Thus can good work 
be secured for all: the best work is, and always must be, 
voluntary.

\ Certainty and sufficiency of employment we have seen to be 
I essential conditions of sane working life. Not less degrading 
\ and injurious than insecurity of work is the prevalent instability 

of payment. Not merely does it wreck the possibility of a 
rational ordering of material life, but it operates even more 
injuriously upon morals by forcing continually to the front 
those antagonisms of interest between individuals and classes 
necessitated by incessant readjustments of scales of payment 

' The culminating degradation of industry consists in making 
profits and wages, not good work, the end of industry. Just 
in proportion as the consciousness of any worker is set, not 
upon his work, but upon what he is to get for it, is he 
degraded. This is the reason why in all ages and all countries 
retail trade has been regarded with suspicion and contempt 
Modem enlargements upon the experience of the past indicate 
what direction radical reforms of this evil are likely to take. 

^ T alk  about “  the abolition of the wage system ” is commonly 

as vague as it is heroic. What is feasible is the gradual 
enforcement of the principle of a living wage, embodied in a 
minimum standard of comfort for a class, until the present 
system of determining wages by competition in the labour 
market, operating through piece or time payment, has given 

\way to a system of fixed salaries for guaranteed employment 
This system already prevails for most distinctively official work, 
and for the higher grades of employees in private businesses :



there exists no reason, economical or other, to prevent its 
extension through the lower grades.

Public services can do, and are doing, much to forward this 
radical alteration in conditions of industry by the growing 
admission of a standard wage with security of tenure of 
employment. Private businesses may, perhaps, have the sound 
economy of this practice brought home to them more effectively 
when the expansion of public services, adopting this method of 
remuneration, is found to draw into the public employment all 
the most intelligent and efficient workmen of the community.

Along these lines it seems possible to work towards an 
ethical democracy governed in accordance with economic 
principles of justice and humanity, which, by the subversion of 
oppressive monopolies, the repression of needless and injurious 
hazard and speculation in trade, security of regular, good, 
moderate, well-remunerated labour for all, and idleness for 
none, shall impose rational order upon the industrial life, and 
make it a chief feeder of the moral life of a nation.

But can the State and the Municipality be relied upon to 
perform with honesty and efficiency the enlarged duties devolv
ing upon them in accordance with such a scheme of ethical 
democracy as is foreshadowed here? Those who recognise 
the claims of social justice and the character of society as a 
distinctively moral organism, deriving its spiritual sustenance 
through innumerable suckers from the life of moral person
alities, will not despair of the possibility. It is not a question 
of constructing an official mechanism for the fulfilment of 
functions to which it has no natural affinity, but a question of 
society, through the natural growth of social institutions, 
undertaking, for its further protection and more perfect 
development, this administration of a property which, as the 
product of forces which are continually more social in origin 
and operation, must be distinctly recognised as a “ social 
property,” involving such public administration not merely as 
a right, but as a duty. The “  State,” regarded as a mechanism, 
would be inadequate to such a task ; the State as an organism, 
with capacity of growth and adaptation, is capable, like every 
moral organism, of rising to its obligations, and generating the 
energy required for their fulfilment
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