
MECHANISM, LEISURE AND BEAUTY

BY VICTOR S. YARROS

SEX'ERAL years ago a leading American economist and edu-

cator of distinctly conservative leanings surprised many of his

friends by declaring that the world needed more than anything else

a new aristocracy, an aristocracy of men and women possessed of

sufficient moral courage and genuine simplicity to dare practice the

gospel of self-denial, modest living and high, serious thinking.

Xow this thinker did not depreciate mechanism, invention, mate-

rial progress, the wide diffusion of comfort and well-being. He did

not suggest that telephones, motor cars, electric washing machines,

wireless, ocean liners, etc., be voluntarily renounced for the sake of

the better acquisitions of the spirit. \Miat was important to him was

the personal attitude toward comfort, convenience and luxury, the

personal standard, the emotional reaction. He valued the example

of dignity and simplicity in a world addicted to extravagance, dis-

play, excitement, bustle, speed, vulgarity.

It is certainly possible—nay. it is or should be easy—to be happy

in a cottage sans telephones, automatic players, costly rugs, and the

like, and to make one's life rich and full without automobiles, elab-

orate meals, expensive amusements. After all. there are no pleasures

comparable to those derived from literature, music, pictures, natural

beauty, meditation and contemplation. If the young do not appre-

ciate these blessings, our educational system is at fault, and our

social and domestic standards are equally at fault. What example

do the middle-aged and mature set to the rising generation in respect

of the use of leisure, the choice of amusements and recreation, the

amount of time devoted to good books and reading aloud ?

But we have been told lately that western society is morally and

spiritually sick unto death—the death of civilization bequeathed by

older and better ages—because it has formed and adopted a fatally

wrong conception of progress and happiness. We have been told
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that what ails Europe and America is their worship of mechanism,

of acti\-ity, of inchistry and work. Individuals, the implication is.

cannot escape their surroundings and atmosphere ; they cannot isolate

themselves and yet hoi)e to influence their neighliors and friends.

Reform, therefore, should hegin, not with the individual, hut with

society as a whole, and the most essential of all reforms today is,

forsooth, a deliberate rejection of the western ideal of progress

which involves unremitting pursuit of improvements and lahor-sa\--

ing and time-saving devices, in favor of the eastern idea of cheerful

acquiescence in things as they are, of contentment amid poverty and

dreamy carelessness, of comparative idleness and stagnation.

Thus in a recent issue of The Dial, Mr. r)ertrand Russell, in an

indictment of western notions of progress, wrote as follows

:

"Our social system, our prevailing habits of mind, and our

so-called moral ideals are destructive of what is excellent. If excel-

lence is to survive, we must become more leisurely, more just, less

utilitarian and less 'progressive'. . . .

"Since I came to know China, I have come to regard 'progress'

and 'efticiency" as the great misfortunes of the western world. Hut

I have hopes of a laziness as a gospel. I tliink that if our education

were strenuously directed to that end. ... it might be possible to

induce people to be lazy.

"The whole urgency of the modern business world is toward

speeding up, greater efficiency, more intense international competi-

tion, when it ought to be toward more ease, less hurrv and combi-

nation to produce goods for use rather than for profit."

]\Ir. Russell hopes, longs and works—works very hard, it mav
be added—for "a society which is stable as regards the material

side of life and the methods of production ; where industrialism has

ceased to be competitive and is used to make life more leisurely

instead of more strenuous."

The implication in Mr. Russell's whole argument is that "lazy"

people, or people who appreciate leisure and actually enjoy it, are

necessarily more just, more kindly, more disinterested, more peace-

able and harmonious than strenuous, efficient and industrious people.

But what evidence has he for this notion? There is no such evi-

dence in the history of primitive and uncivilized tribes. People may
be too lazy to fight, but they are not too lazy to harbor malice, envy,

jealousy, suspicion and antipathy.

It may be conceded at once that civilized men would be better oft'

if thev had more leisure and knew how to use it beneficiallv. It is a
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truism that we should work to Hve, uot hve to work. But what is

meant by Hving? Staring into vacancy, sport and amusement to kill

time, futile occupations to escape boredom are hardly to be extolled

as the properties of abundant living. The thoughtful person desires

leisure for the sake of study, reflection on the deeper problems of

existence, communion with sages and seers, observations of nature

and man. pursuit of esthetic satisfactions. The lazy individual is

too lazy to think, to concentrate his mind, to wrestle wdth scientific

and philosophical treatises, to listen attentively to good music, to sit

through dramas, tragedies and comedies which require intellectual

effort on the part of the auditors. The lazy individual has little, if

any. curiosity or thirst for knowledge, and without such thirst there

is no genuine culture, no rational human happiness.

No doubt Mr. Russell would explain that when he preaches the

gospel of leisure and laziness, all he really means is that men and

women ought to spend less time in factories, mines, mills, shops,

counting-rooms, and the like, and more time in libraries, laboratories,

art galleries, gardens, parks, woods, mountains, tennis courts, golf

links, and sail or row boats. To this, however, the answer is tw^o-

fold. In the first place, mechanism is enabling the advanced indus-

trial nations to do precisely that—to reduce the length of the work-

day, to give the workers more holidays and half-holidays, to do

away with the worst forms of drudgery, to increase wages and raise

living standards. Mechanism reduces the danger of accidents in

industry as well as the danger of contracting occupational disease.

Mechanism has brought air and light into factories and mills, and

has made miners relatively safe. Mechanism has put an end to rural

and suburban isolation, and it is bringing country and city together.

^Mechanism abolishes slums and will abolish smoke, soot and dirt.

According to eminent electrical engineers, in a few decades men

will look back with amazement on what they will call the primitive

and barbarous struggle for existence and decent comforts of the

present period. A four-hour day will prevail ; men and women will

enjoy health, leisure and happiness, and back-breaking, monotonous,

grinding toil will be unknown. Electricity and water power are

expected to be the principal factors in thus transforming the world

and with the aid of mechanism solving vexed social and moral

problems.

Are these pictures too bright and too imaginative? Xot if one

reflect upon the effects already achieved by mechanism. Have

American farmers more leisure or less since the invention of the
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tractor, the cheap motor car. the telephone, the (hirahle, hard-sur-

faced highways and byways? Would the modern forms of recrea-

tion—golf, country clubs, tennis, travel—be feasible without mechan-

ism? Has not mechanism made the best books, the best music and

the best periodicals and newspapers accessible to all? Has not

mechanism averted revolution by facilitating emigration and redis-

tribution of surplus population? These questions answer themselves.

In the second place, and granting, purely for the sake of the

argument, that mechanism has not increased leisure, but, on the con-

trary, has emphasized the false gospel of work, speed and efficiency,

how does it follow that mechanism is necessarily incompatible with

the true gospel of leisure and the joy of life? Admitting that

mechanism has not been properly used, must one also admit that it

cannot possihlv be so used in the future? Would it not be infinitely

easier to popularize in the ^^^est the gospel of the right and enlight-

ened use of mechanism than to induce the business world to adopt a

policy of stagnation and inaction in respect of the ])rocesses and

methods of production and distributitMi? Take the a\-erage employer

and consider which of the following two courses he would rather

pursue—give up im-ention and research, refrain from further im-

proving his plant and product, in order that he and his employes

may turn their attention to leisure and its problems, or continue to

seek and make improvements, cheapen production costs, extend

markets, and at the same time share his profits with labor and help

it translate mechanism into leisure and elevated pleasure? Or ask

the average mechanic or skilled workman the rjuestion whether he

would be willing to renounce progressivism and labor-saving machin-

erv in the hope of reaping some benefit from a cycle of Cathay in

the restless West or whether he prefers to continue his efi^orts at

betterment with the aid of mechanism and ever-increasing industrial

resources.

It is true that in the past, trade unions have opposed the intro-

duction of labor-saving and time-saving machinery, but that policy

is now repudiated in the home of its former champions. Trade

unions and labor organs no longer openly oppose machinerv. Many
of them are quite sincere in protesting their interest in efficiencv and

all proper means of increasing production and creating abundance.

But. it may be asked—indeed certain moralists and philosophers,

including Mr. Russell, have asked—whether it is Avise ^o increase

further the discrepancy that exists between mechanism and material

progress, on the one hand, and social and individual moralitv on the
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Other. The material environment of civiHzed man has, it is said with

truth, changed much faster than human nature, and intellectual

advance without a corresponding advance in character and virtue

may be fatal to civilization. Can we safely continue to arm man

with terrible weapons while he remains covetous, envious, jealous,

malicious and greedy ? Can we safely encourage the love of wealth,

power and luxury, seeing that the pursuit of these objectives leads

to fratricidal strife, to sanguinary warfare between classes, nations

and groups of nations? Should not western society proclaim a sort

of truce, or holiday, or vacation, or strike against invention and pro-

gressivism, or the gospel of speeding up and strenuous living, in

order to give the soul or spirit of man a chance to catch up with

material conquests?

There are several answers to the foregoing queries. In the first

place, the suggestion of a suspension or cessation of invention in the

mechanical and industrial sphere is idle and Utopian. The West

cannot help being what it is ; it cannot change its nature : it cannot

stop thinking, planning, contriving improvements. Why preach the

impossible ?

In the second place, there is no reason to believe that the period

of suspension, the truce, would be utilized for the purpose intended

by those who propose it—catching up. It might be spent far less

worthily,—for example, in quarreling about the wealth and treasure

already accumulated. The quarrels might even be more violent than

they have been under unchecked industrialism and triumphant

mechanism.

Finally, it is an obvious fallacy to imply that further progress of

mechanism must necessarily increase the discrepancy between mate-

rial and moral assets of civilized man, or between intelligence and

character. [Mechanism is not always or entirely destructive. It arms

the "blond beast," it also arms the spiritual, the socialized, the

"godlike" self. We hear more about poison gas, war in the air, sub-

marines, than we do about life-saving and health-saving appliances,

about medical and surgical discoveries, preventatives of disease, of

accidents, of premature death. But science and applied science have

done as much good as harm, if not more good than harm.

No, there is no need of a cessation of invention and improvement

in the material sphere. There is no occasion for a gospel of idleness

and laziness. The need is for a gospel of national living, of a bal-

anced existence of work and pleasure, of hard thinking and passive

enjoyment, of high seriousness and wholesome fun and sport. There
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is need for a gospel of beauty in conduct and in art, a gospel of

simplicity and dignity based on a sound appraisal of values. Tbere

is nothing new in such a gospel, but it sounds new to millions. For

this fact, radical reformers are largely responsible. They have

assumed that the modern industrial system is inimical to a sound

philosophy of life, to appreciation of beauty, of pure and abstract

science, of free and cheerful existence. They have assumed that

the present industrial order condemns men to misery, gloom and

despair. They have assumed that competition in trade, commerce

and the professions is incompatible with sociability, with good will,

with spontaneous co-operation in any field of endeavor whatever.

They have assumed that competitive industry, as siicJi, is siibersive

of all that is wholesome and excellent in modern civilization.

For none of these assumptions is there any warrant in reason,

logic or fact. Competition in the material sphere can be made as

safe and beneficial as it admittedly is in the intellectual and artistic

spheres. Xo one proposes to make men happier than they are by

doing away with competition among educators, inventors, philoso-

phers, historians, essayists, critics, artists. Gi\en certain fundamen-

tal conditions—free access to natural opportunities, fair play, equal

freedom—and industrial competition also ceases to be pernicious and

demoralizing. The trouble ^\'ith society is not competition, but privi-

lege, artificial monopoly, lack of opportunity for millions. Individ-

uals and nations may compete for business without hating or dislik-

ing one another, and without forcing one another to sacrifice life,

health and joy to mere wealth. The "pace that kills" in industry

and trade is not imposed by C(^mpetition as a principle . it is the

result of false standards and false conceptions of life. ]\[en might

establish co-operative industries by the thousand and yet continue

to practice efficiency for efficiency's sake and mistake mea'js for ends.

It is an extraordinary fact that many thinkers adopt the doctrine

of historic materialism, or the purely economic interpretation of

human life, without knowing or suspecting it.

The economic and industrial problems are very real and very

serious, but they are far from being the only important prol:)lems

ci\-ilized man has to solve, or is endeavoring to sol\e. There are the

problems of religion, of ethics, of esthetics. Thev are but super-

ficially aft'ected by mechanism and by industrial systems. The men

and women who do not ask themselves what the meaning of life is.

what our place in the universe is. what our destiny is, of what stuft*



740 THE OPEN COURT

the world is made, what we know and can know of tnith and beauty,

of good and evil, are scarcely civilized.

Many may feel that religious, ethical and esthetic research, no

matter how prolonged, will but lead them to skepticism and Agnosti-

cism. One hears among the young of today the expression, "I am
an Agnostic in morals, art and politics as well as in religion." But

it is one thing to say this after much earnest study, reflection .and

exploration, and another thing to say it lightly, flippantly, ignorantly.

After all, the deepest and worthiest of all gospels is that of untir-

ing truth-seeking, unceasing pursuit of knowledge and understand-

ing, cultivation and enjoyment of the sublime and beautiful.


