The Great Towns

A town, such as London, where a man may wander for hours together without reaching the
beginning of the end, without meeting the slightest hint which could lead to the inference that
there is open country within reach, is a strange thing. This colossal centralisation, this heaping
together of two and a half millions of human beings at one point, has multiplied the power of this
two and a half millions a hundredfold; has raised London to the commercial capital of the world,
created the giant docks and assembled the thousand vessels that continually cover the Thames. I
know nothing more imposing than the view which the Thames offers during the ascent from the
sea to London Bridge. The masses of buildings, the wharves on both sides, especially from
Woolwich upwards, the countless ships along both shores, crowding ever closer and closer
together, until, at last, only a narrow passage remains in the middle of the river, a passage through
which hundreds of steamers shoot by one another; all this is so vast, so impressive, that a man
cannot collect himself, but is lost in the marvel of England’s greatness before he sets foot upon
English soil. ™"

But the sacrifices which all this has cost become apparent later. After roaming the streets of the
capital a day or two, making headway with difficulty through the human turmoil and the endless
lines of vehicles, after visiting the slums of the metropolis, one realises for the first time that these
Londoners have been forced to sacrifice the best qualities of their human nature, to bring to pass
all the marvels of civilisation which crowd their city; that a hundred powers which slumbered
within them have remained inactive, have been suppressed in order that a few might be developed
more fully and multiply through union with those of others. The very turmoil of the streets has
something repulsive, something against which human nature rebels. The hundreds of thousands of
all classes and ranks crowding past each other, are they not all human beings with the same
qualities and powers, and with the same interest in being happy? And have they not, in the end, to
seek happiness in the same way, by the same means? And still they crowd by one another as
though they had nothing in common, nothing to do with one another, and their only agreement is
the tacit one, that each keep to his own side of the pavement, so as not to delay the opposing
streams of the crowd, while it occurs to no man to honour another with so much as a glance. The
brutal indifference, the unfeeling isolation of each in his private interest, becomes the more
repellent and offensive, the more these individuals are crowded together, within a limited space.
And, however much one may be aware that this isolation of the individual, this narrow self-
seeking, is the fundamental principle of our society everywhere, it is nowhere so shamelessly
barefaced, so self-conscious as just here in the crowding of the great city. The dissolution of
mankind into monads, of which each one has a separate principle, the world of atoms, is here
carried out to its utmost extreme.

Hence it comes, too, that the social war, the war of each against all, is here openly declared. Just
as in Stirner’s recent book [The Ego and Its Own], people regard each other only as useful
objects; each exploits the other, and the end of it all is that the stronger treads the weaker under
foot; and that the powerful few, the capitalists, seize everything for themselves, while to the weak
many, the poor, scarcely a bare existence remains.

What is true of London, is true of Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds, is true of all great towns.
Everywhere barbarous indifference, hard egotism on one hand, and nameless misery on the other,
everywhere social warfare, every man’s house in a state of siege, everywhere reciprocal
plundering under the protection of the law, and all so shameless, so openly avowed that one



shrinks before the consequences of our social state as they manifest themselves here undisguised,
and can only wonder that the whole crazy fabric still hangs together.

Since capital, the direct or indirect control of the means of subsistence and production, is the
weapon with which this social warfare is carried on, it is clear that all the disadvantages of such a
state must fall upon the poor. For him no man has the slightest concern. Cast into the whirlpool,
he must struggle through as well as he can. If he is so happy as to find work, i.e., if the
bourgeoisie does him the favour to enrich itself by means of him, wages await him which
scarcely suffice to keep body and soul together; if he can get no work he may steal, if he is not
afraid of the police, or starve, in which case the police will take care that he does so in a quiet and
inoffensive manner. During my residence in England, at least twenty or thirty persons have died
of simple starvation under the most revolting circumstances, and a jury has rarely been found
possessed of the courage to speak the plain truth in the matter. Let the testimony of the witnesses
be never so clear and unequivocal, the bourgeoisie, from which the jury is selected, always finds
some backdoor through which to escape the frightful verdict, death from starvation. The
bourgeoisie dare not speak the truth in these cases, for it would speak its own condemnation. But
indirectly, far more than directly, many have died of starvation, where long-continued want of
proper nourishment has called forth fatal illness, when it has produced such debility that causes
which might otherwise have remained inoperative brought on severe illness and death. The
English working-men call this “social murder”, and accuse our whole society of perpetrating this
crime perpetually. Are they wrong?

True, it is only individuals who starve, but what security has the working-man that it may not be
his turn tomorrow? Who assures him employment, who vouches for it that, if for any reason or no
reason his lord and master discharges him tomorrow, he can struggle along with those dependent
upon him, until he may find some one else “to give him bread”? Who guarantees that willingness
to work shall suffice to obtain work, that uprightness, industry, thrift, and the rest of the virtues
recommended by the bourgeoisie, are really his road to happiness? No one. He knows that he has
something today and that it does not depend upon himself whether he shall have something
tomorrow. He knows that every breeze that blows, every whim of his employer, every bad turn of
trade may hurl him back into the fierce whirlpool from which he has temporarily saved himself,
and in which it is hard and often impossible to keep his head above water. He knows that, though
he may have the means of living today, it is very uncertain whether he shall tomorrow.

Meanwhile, let us proceed to a more detailed investigation of the position in which the social war
has placed the non-possessing class. Let us see what pay for his work society does give the
working-man in the form of dwelling, clothing, food, what sort of subsistence it grants those who
contribute most to the maintenance of society; and, first, let us consider the dwellings.

Every great city has one or more slums, where the working-class is crowded together. True,
poverty often dwells in hidden alleys close to the palaces of the rich; but, in general, a separate
territory has been assigned to it, where, removed from the sight of the happier classes, it may
struggle along as it can. These slums are pretty equally arranged in all the great towns of England,
the worst houses in the worst quarters of the towns; usually one- or two-storied cottages in long
rows, perhaps with cellars used as dwellings, almost always irregularly built. These houses of
three or four rooms and a kitchens form, throughout England, some parts of London excepted, the
general dwellings of the working-class. The streets are generally unpaved, rough, dirty, filled
with vegetable and animal refuse, without sewers or gutters, but supplied with foul, stagnant
pools instead. Moreover, ventilation is impeded by the bad, confused method of building of the
whole quarter, and since many human beings here live crowded into a small space, the
atmosphere that prevails in these working-men’s quarters may readily be imagined. Further, the



streets serve as drying grounds in fine weather; lines are stretched across from house to house,
and hung with wet clothing.

Let us investigate some of the slums in their order. London comes first,™" and in London the
famous rookery of St. Giles which is now, at last, about to be penetrated by a couple of broad
streets. St. Giles is in the midst of the most populous part of the town, surrounded by broad,
splendid avenues in which the gay world of London idles about, in the immediate neighbourhood
of Oxford Street, Regent Street, of Trafalgar Square and the Strand. It is a disorderly collection of
tall, three- or four-storied houses, with narrow, crooked, filthy streets, in which there is quite as
much life as in the great thoroughfares of the town, except that, here, people of the working-class
only are to be seen. A vegetable market is held in the street, baskets with vegetables and fruits,
naturally all bad and hardly fit to use obstruct the sidewalk still further, and from these, as well as
from the fish-dealers’ stalls, arises a horrible smell. The houses are occupied from cellar to garret,
filthy within and without, and their appearance is such that no human being could possibly wish
to live in them. But all this is nothing in comparison with the dwellings in the narrow courts and
alleys between the streets, entered by covered passages between the houses, in which the filth and
tottering ruin surpass all description. Scarcely a whole window-pane can be found, the walls are
crumbling, door-posts and window-frames loose and broken, doors of old boards nailed together,
or altogether wanting in this thieves’ quarter, where no doors are needed, there being nothing to
steal. Heaps of garbage and ashes lie in all directions, and the foul liquids emptied before the
doors gather in stinking pools. Here live the poorest of the poor, the worst paid workers with
thieves and the victims of prostitution indiscriminately huddled together, the majority Irish, or of
Irish extraction, and those who have not yet sunk in the whirlpool of moral ruin which surrounds
them, sinking daily deeper, losing daily more and more of their power to resist the demoralising
influence of want, filth, and evil surroundings.

Nor is St. Giles the only London slum. In the immense tangle of streets, there are hundreds and
thousands of alleys and courts lined with houses too bad for anyone to live in, who can still spend
anything whatsoever upon a dwelling fit for human beings. Close to the splendid houses of the
rich such a lurking-place of the bitterest poverty may often be found. So, a short time ago, on the
occasion of a coroner’s inquest, a region close to Portman Square, one of the very respectable
squares, was characterised as an abode “of a multitude of Irish demoralised by poverty and filth”.
So, too, may be found in streets, such as Long Acre and others, which, though not fashionable,
are yet “respectable”, a great number of cellar dwellings out of which puny children and half-
starved, ragged women emerge into the light of day. In the immediate neighbourhood of Drury
Lane Theatre, the second in London, are some of the worst streets of the whole metropolis,
Charles, King, and Park Streets, in which the houses are inhabited from cellar to garret
exclusively by poor families. In the parishes of St. John and St. Margaret there lived in 1840,
according to the Journal of the Statistical Society, 5,566 working-men’s families in
5,294”dwellings” (if they deserve the name!), men, women, and children thrown together without
distinction of age or sex, 26,850 persons all told; and of these families three-fourths possessed but
one room. In the aristocratic parish of St. George, Hanover Square, there lived, according to the
same authority, 1,465 working-men’s families, nearly 6,000 persons, under similar conditions,
and here, too, more than two-thirds of the whole number crowded together at the rate of one
family in one room. And how the poverty of these unfortunates, among whom even thieves find
nothing to steal, is exploited by the property-holding class in lawful ways! The abominable
dwellings in Drury Lane, just mentioned, bring in the following rents: two cellar dwellings, 3s.,
one room, ground-floor, 4s.; second-storey, 4s. 6d.; third-floor, 4s.; garret-room, 3s. weekly, so
that the starving occupants of Charles Street alone, pay the house-owners a yearly tribute of
£2,000, and the 5,566 families above mentioned in Westminster, a yearly rent of £40,000.



