18-6 Edward Bellamy, Looking Backward (1888)

The rapid changes of the late nineteenth century led to contrasting visions of the future. The violence,
poverty, and conflict promised bleak times ahead while technology and other advances indicated bright,
prosperous, and peaceful times ahead. Edward Bellamy’s novel depicting a wtopian future captured the
popular imagination.

I myself was rich and also educated, and possessed, therefore, all the elements of happiness
enjoyed by the most fortunate in that age. Living in luxury, and occupied only with the pursuit
of the pleasures and refinements of life, I derived the means of my support from the labor of
others, rendering no sort of service in return. My parents and grand-parents lived in the same
way, and I expected that my descendants, if I had any, would enjoy a like easy existence.

... This mystery of use without consumption, of warmth without combustion,
seems like magic, but was merely an ingenious application of the art now happily lost but
carried to a great perfection by your ancestors, of shifting the burden of one’s support on
the shoulders of others. The man who had accomplished this, and it was the end all sought,
was said to live on the income of his investments. . . . 1 shall only stop now to say that
interest on investments was a species of tax in perpetuity upon the product of those engaged
in industry which a person possessing or inheriting money was able to levy. . ..

“I would give a great deal for just one glimpse of the Boston of your day,” replied Dr. Leete.
“No doubt, as you imply, the cities of that period were rather shabby affairs. If you had the
taste to make them splendid, which I would not be so rude as to question, the general
poverty resulting from your extraordinary industrial system would not have given you the
means. Moreover, the excessive individualism which then prevailed was inconsistent with
much public spirit. What little wealth you had seems almost wholly to have been lavished in
private luxury. Nowadays, on the contrary, there is no destination of the surplus wealth so
popular as the adornment of the city, which all enjoy in equal degree.” . ..
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“As no such thing as the labor question is known nowadays,” replied Dr. Leete, “and there is
no way in which it could arise, I suppose we may claim to have solved it. . . . The solution
came as the result of a process of industrial evolution which could not have terminated
otherwise. All that society had to do was to recognize and cooperate with that evolution,
when its tendency had become unmistakable.” . . .

“Meanwhile, without being in the smallest degree checked by the clamor against it,
the absorption of business by ever larger monopolies continued. In the United States there
was not, after the beginning of the last quarter of the century, any opportunity whatever for
individual entetprise in any important field of industry, unless backed by great capital.
During the last decade of the century, such small businesses as still remained were fast-
failing survivals of a past epoch. . . . The railroads had gone on combining till a few great
syndicates controlled every rail in the land. In manufactories, every important staple was
controlled by a syndicate. These syndicates, pools, trusts, or whatever their name, fixed



prices and crushed all competition except when combinations as vast as themselves arose.
Then a struggle, resulting in still greater consolidation, ensued.

« . The movement toward the conduct of business by larger and larger
aggregations of capital, the tendency toward monopolies, which had been so desperately and
vainly resisted, was recognized at last, in its true significance, as a process which only needed
to complete its logical evolution to open a golden future to humanity.

“Larly in the last century the evolution was completed by the final consolidation of
the entire capital of the nation. The industry and commerce of the country, ceasing to be
conducted by a set of irresponsible corporations and syndicates of private persons at their
caprice and for their profit, were intrusted to a single syndicate representing the people, to
be conducted in the common interest for the common profit. The nation, that is to say,
organized as the one great business corporation in which all other corporations were

absorbed. . ..”

1. Summarize the process and effect of industrialization and monopoly that is described in
this document.



