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My friends, | want you to look into the relations of Art to Commerce, using the latter
word to express what is generally meant by it; namely, that system of competition in the
market which is indeed the only form which most people now-a-days suppose that
Commerce can take.

Now whereas there have been times in the world's history when Art held the supremacy
over Commerce; when Art was a good deal, and Commerce, as we understand the word,
was a very little; so now on the contrary it will be admitted by all, I fancy, that
Commerce has become of very great importance and Art of very little.

I say this will be generally admitted, but different persons will hold very different
opinions not only as to whether this is well or ill, but even as to what it really means
when we say that Commerce has become of supreme importance and that Art has sunk
into an unimportant matter.

Allow me to give you my opinion of the meaning of it; which will lead me on to ask you
to consider what remedies should be applied for curing the evils that exist in the relations
between Art and Commerce.

Now to speak plainly it seems to me that the supremacy of Commerce (as we understand
the word) is an evil, and a very serious one; and | should call it an unmixed evil— but for
the strange continuity of life which runs through all historical events, and by means of
which the very evils of such and such a period tend to abolish themselves.

For to my mind it means this: that the world of modern civilization in its haste to gain a
very inequitably divided material prosperity has entirely suppressed popular Art: or in
other words that the greater part of the people have no share in Art—which as things now
are must be kept in the hands of a few rich or well-to-do people, who we may fairly say
need it less and not more than the laborious workers.

Nor is that all the evil, nor the worst of it; for the cause of this famine of Art is that whilst
people work throughout the civilized world as laboriously as ever they did, they have
lost—in losing an Art which was done by and for the people—the natural solace of that
labour; a solace which they once had, and always should have, the opportunity of
expressing their own thoughts to their fellows by means of that very labour, by means of
that daily work which nature or long custom, a second nature, does indeed require of
them, but without meaning that it should be an unrewarded and repulsive burden.

But, through a strange blindness an error in the civilization of these latter days, the
world's work almost all of it—the work some share of which should have been the
helpful companion of every man—has become even such a burden, which every man, if
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he could, would shake off. I have said that people work no less laboriously than they ever
did; but I should have said that they work more laboriously.

The wonderful machines which in the hands of just and foreseeing men would have been
used to minimize repulsive labour and to give pleasure—or in other words added life—to
the human race, have been so used on the contrary that they have driven all men into
mere frantic haste and hurry, thereby destroying pleasure, that is life, on all hands: they
have instead of lightening the labour of the workmen, intensified it, and thereby added
more weariness yet to the burden which the poor have to carry.

Nor can it be pleaded for the system of modern civilization that the mere material or
bodily gains of it balance the loss of pleasure which it has brought upon the world; for as
I hinted before those gains have been so unfairly divided that the contrast between rich
and poor has been fearfully intensified, so that in all civilized countries, but most of all in
England, the terrible spectacle is exhibited of two peoples, living street by street, and
door by door—people of the same blood, the same tongue, and at least nominally living
under the same laws—nbut yet one civilized and the other uncivilized.

All this I say is the result of the system that has trampled down Art, and exalted
Commerce into a sacred religion; and it would seem is ready, with the ghastly stupidity
which is its principal characteristic, to mock the Roman satirist for his noble warning by
taking it in inverse meaning, and now bids us all "for the sake of life to destroy the
reasons for living."

And now in the teeth of this stupid tyranny | put forward a claim on behalf of labour
enslaved by Commerce, which | know no thinking man can deny is reasonable, but which
if acted on would involve such a change as would defeat Commerce; that is, would put
Association instead of Competition, Social order instead of Individualist anarchy.

Yet | have looked at this claim by the light of history and my own conscience, and it
seems to me so looked at to be a most just claim, and that resistance to it means nothing
short of a denial of the hope of civilization.

This then is the claim:

It is right and necessary that all men should have work to do which shall
he worth doing, and be of itself pleasant to do; and which should he done
under such conditions as would make it neither over-wearisome nor over-
anxious.

Turn that claim about as I may, think of it as long as I can, I cannot find that it is an
exorbitant claim; yet again | say if Society would or could admit it, the face of the world
would be changed; discontent and strife and dishonesty would be ended. To feel that we
were doing work useful to others and pleasant to ourselves, and that such work and its
due reward could not fail us! What serious harm could happen to us then? And the price
to be paid for so making the world happy is Revolution: Socialism instead of laissez-
faire.
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